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Outstanding Praise for the Novels of T. Greenwood
This Glittering World

“This Glittering World is swift, stark, calamitous. Her characters, their backs against the wall, confront those difficult moments that will define them and Greenwood paints these troubled lives with attention, compassion and hope. As this novel about family, friendship, and allegiance swirls towards its tumultuous climax, This Glittering World asks us how it is that people sometimes choose to turn toward redemption, and sometimes choose its opposite—how it is, finally, that we become the people we become.”

—Jerry Gabriel, author of Drowned Boy and winner of the
Mary McCarthy Prize in Short Fiction

Undressing the Moon

“This beautiful story, eloquently told, demands attention.”

—Library Journal (starred review)



“Greenwood has skillfully managed to create a novel with unforgettable characters, finely honed descriptions, and beautiful imagery.”

—Book Street USA

“A lyrical, delicately affecting tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Rarely has a writer rendered such highly charged topics … to so wrenching, yet so beautifully understated, an effect…. T. Greenwood takes on risky subject matter, handling her volatile topics with admirable restraint…. Ultimately more about life than death, Undressing the Moon beautifully elucidates the human capacity to maintain grace under unrelenting fire.”

—The Los Angeles Times

The Hungry Season

“This compelling study of a family in need of rescue is very effective, owing to Greenwood’s eloquent, exquisite word artistry and her knack for developing subtle, suspenseful scenes…. Greenwood’s sensitive and gripping examination of a family in crisis is real, complex, and anything but formulaic.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“A deeply psychological read.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Can there be life after tragedy? How do you live with the loss of a child, let alone the separation emotionally from all your loved ones? T. Greenwood with beautiful prose poses this question while delving into the psyches of a successful man, his wife, and his son…. This is a wonderful story, engaging from the beginning that gets better with every chapter.”

—The Washington Times

Turn the page for more outstanding
praise for the novels of T. Greenwood.

Two Rivers

“From the moment the train derails in the town of Two Rivers, I was hooked. Who is this mysterious young stranger named Maggie, and what is she running from? In Two Rivers, T. Greenwood weaves a haunting story in which the sins of the past threaten to destroy the fragile equilibrium of the present. Ripe with surprising twists and heart-breakingly real characters, Two Rivers is a remarkable and complex look at race and forgiveness in smalltown America.”

—Michelle Richmond, New York Times bestselling author of
The Year of Fog and No One You Know



“Two Rivers is a convergence of tales, a reminder that the past never washes away, and yet, in T. Greenwood’s delicate handling of time gone and time to come, love and forgiveness wait on the other side of what life does to us and what we do to it. This novel is a sensitive and suspenseful portrayal of family and the ties that bind.”

—Lee Martin, author of The Bright Forever and River of Heaven



“The premise of Two Rivers is alluring: the very morning a deadly train derailment upsets the balance of a sleepy Vermont town, a mysterious girl shows up on Harper Montgomery’s doorstep, forcing him to dredge up a lifetime of memories—from his blissful, indelible childhood to his lonely, contemporary existence. Most of all, he must look long and hard at that terrible night twelve years ago, when everything he held dear was taken from him, and he, in turn, took back. T. Greenwood’s novel is full of love, betrayal, lost hopes, and a burning question: is it ever too late to find redemption?”

—Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, author of The Effects of Light and the Janet Heidinger Kafka Prize-winning Set Me Free



“Greenwood is a writer of subtle strength, evoking small-town life beautifully while spreading out the map of Harper’s life, finding light in the darkest of stories.”

—Publishers Weekly



“T. Greenwood’s writing shimmers and sings as she braids together past, present, and the events of one desperate day. I ached for Harper in all of his longing, guilt, grief, and vast, abiding love, and I rejoiced at his final, hard-won shot at redemption.”

—Marisa de los Santos, New York Times bestselling author of Belong to Me and Love Walked In

“Two Rivers is a stark, haunting story of redemption and salvation. T. Greenwood portrays a world of beauty and peace that, once disturbed, reverberates with searing pain and inescapable consequences; this is a story of a man who struggles with the deepest, darkest parts of his soul, and is able to fight his way to the surface to breathe again. But also—maybe more so—it is the story of a man who learns the true meaning of family: When I am with you, I am home. A memorable, powerful work.”

—Garth Stein, New York Times bestselling author of The Art of Racing in the Rain



“A complex tale of guilt, remorse, revenge, and forgiveness … Convincing … Interesting …”

—Library Journal



“In the tradition of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird, T. Greenwood’s Two Rivers is a wonderfully distinctive American novel, abounding with memorable characters, unusual lore and history, dark family secrets, and love of life. Two Rivers is the story that people want to read: the one they have never read before.”

—Howard Frank Mosher, author of Walking to Gatlinburg



“Two Rivers is a dark and lovely elegy, filled with heartbreak that turns itself into hope and forgiveness. I felt so moved by this luminous novel.”

—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author



“Two Rivers is reminiscent of Thornton Wilder, with its quiet New England town shadowed by tragedy, and of Sherwood Anderson, with its sense of desperate loneliness and regret…. It’s to Greenwood’s credit that she answers her novel’s mysteries in ways that are believable, that make you feel the sadness that informs her characters’ lives.”

—Bookpage
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Give sorrow words: the grief that does not speak
Whispers the o’er-fraught heart, and bids it break.

—Malcolm, Act IV, scene iii
Shakespeare’s Macbeth






RED WORLD



Winter came early to Flagstaff that year.

Ben hadn’t split the firewood that lay in a cluttered heap in the driveway. He hadn’t cleaned out the chimney or bought salt to melt the snow from the sidewalk in front of the house. Sara hadn’t gotten the winter coats out of storage, hadn’t taken down the artificial spiderwebs and plastic decals she’d hung in the windows for Halloween. The harvest dummy sat ill-prepared and coatless on the porch. The jack-o2019;-lanterns hadn’t even started to bruise and rot when the first storm brought twelve inches of snow.

They weren’t prepared.

It came while they were sleeping, as Sara dreamed of something that made her scowl and Ben dreamed of something that softened his features into a face he might not recognize in the mirror. This dreaming face was the face of his boyhood. Only in sleep did the hardness of the last twenty years subside. At thirty, his face already bore the quiet evidence of things gone wrong. It was etched in the fine lines in the corners of his eyes, in his clenched jaw, and in his worried brow. But in sleep, when he did sleep, the road map tracking the journey from possibility and promise to anger and ennui and disappointment almost disappeared.

The house was cold, though neither of them knew it. Sara insisted on sleeping with a heavy down comforter year-round. Usually, Ben slept on top of it while she lay nestled like a small bird underneath its feathers. But tonight, maybe sensing the coming storm, he too had hunkered down, his dog, Maude, at his feet. The one window in their room, the one that would have revealed the falling snow, was veiled in the heavy curtains Sara had bought to keep out the morning sun and prying eyes. She was worried about the neighbor, Mr. Lionel, who she claimed looked to her like he might be dangerous, a pedophile or worse. The one who spent hours rubbing Turtle Wax into his old blue Ford Falcon. The one Ben made sure to wave and nod to each time they both happened to be outside in their yards at the same time, as if this would make up for Sara’s paranoia.

The furnace was set toOFF. The woodstove was bone cold.

Sometime during the night, as they slept, it began to snow. And when it snows in Flagstaff, it doesn’t stop until the entire world is sheathed in white. Ben had lived here long enough to have experienced this, to have gone to sleep at night and awoken to a world obscured.

Ben moved to Flagstaff eight years ago because of the snow. He’d just graduated from Georgetown and was done with the city, done with its grit and grime and heat. He planned to get his Master’s, and maybe even his PhD, in history, and he wanted to go somewhere clean and quiet for grad school. Somewhere without steaming streets and honking horns and subways always rumbling under his feet. Then he cracked a tooth on a chicken bone on a Friday afternoon and wound up in the dentist’s office, where an issue of Arizona Highways lay buried beneath a pile of other magazines. If the dentist hadn’t been running so late, Ben might have simply finished the article in Newsweek about the missing girl in Utah and not even seen the picture of the San Francisco Peaks. He might never have seen the turquoise sky with the ocean of clean white snow beneath. He might never have felt that strange tug in his chest, amplified by the ache in his jaw, and decided then and there that this is exactly where he belonged.

Here, snow was no different from air or breath. It was simply part of the landscape, part of how one lived. And he loved everything about it: the cold pristine white of it, the soft sharpness of it. The crunch and glisten. He was never as happy as he was when it snowed, each storm like a small baptism. He knew, even after he had finished his dissertation, he wouldn’t leave, couldn’t leave. And so here he was eight years later, an underpaid adjunct and part-time bartender. Though all of it (the financial worries, the late hours, the work overload) was softened by the presence of snow. But still, he wasn’t expecting this. Winter, while a welcome guest, had shown up early to the party.

There had been no sign of a storm when they went to bed, Sara angry and Ben too drunk to care. They’d gone to a Halloween party at Sara’s best friend Melanie’s A-frame in Kachina Village the night before. He’d had too much to drink. Spent most of the party listening to a girl playing Jane’s Addiction songs on an acoustic guitar. Sara was furious, but she didn’t say so; she’d simply grabbed her coat and stood there waiting for him. They’d driven home in silence, gone to bed without saying good night.

And while they slept, Sara fitful and Ben oblivious, icy fingers curled around their ankles and hips. Winter crept in.

It wasn’t the cold that woke him. The shiver through the old window. The icy breath that skipped across his exposed cheek. It was Maude, his seventy-pound golden retriever, nudging, prodding. He ignored her for a moment, feeling shaky and too hungover to open his eyes. But she persisted, whimpering in his ear.

“Hush,” he said, and quietly got out of bed so as not to wake Sara, whose face had softened by now, the dream apparently having passed. He hoped that her anger also might fade by the time she woke.

The floors were icy. He grabbed the pair of socks he’d worn the night before, some long underwear, and a sweater that was crumpled up on the floor. But it wasn’t until he went into the dark living room and pulled back the curtains that he saw the obliterated sky. His head pounded, but his heart trilled. Maude knew too and raced to the door, anxious to go out and piss and play in the snow.

“Hold on, girl,” he said, his voice crackling like a fire. “Let me get the coffee on first.”

While the coffee bubbled and hissed and Maude romped in the backyard, sinking into the wadding of snow, Ben backtracked through his fuzzy recollections of the party, tripping and stumbling over the conversations until he remembered the girl, the guitar, and Sara standing over him, pissed. He remembered that the girl was very pretty, dressed up like Dorothy with sparkly red shoes, and that she had one slightly lazy eye which, for some reason, captivated him. He also remembered wanting only to curl up inside the hollow mahogany body of the instrument and listen to the music from the inside out, and he recalled whispering this to the girl. This is what Sara must have seen. Shit. It was Sunday, a day that should be easy, and already he knew he’d have to spend the day tiptoeing, making amends for this transgression and all the others she was sure to bring up.

He knew the Sunday paper wouldn’t be there yet. Theirs was the last house on the delivery route, he was convinced, because the paper almost never arrived before seven. He looked at the clock on the stove: 6:52. Maybe just this once it would be early, maybe today would be his day.

The thermometer hanging on a tree outside the kitchen window read twenty-five degrees. He found his winter coat in the back of the coat closet and his Sorels buried deep inside as well. He yanked them on and opened up the front door to the blizzard.

From the doorway, he contemplated the journey to the sidewalk for a newspaper that was likely not even there, and almost turned around to go back inside. But then the blue sliver of something in the distance caught his eye, and he imagined his newspaper lying swaddled in plastic. So he pulled his hat down over his ears, shoved his hands in his pockets, and trudged through the snow, squinting against the icy shards that seemed to be falling sideways.

But it was not his paper.

It took a minute before what he saw registered, before his brain, thick with the hangover and disbelief, could make sense of the image before his eyes. The absurdity of it was what hit him first, and he almost laughed; this would later make him wonder if it was evidence that he was, as Sara would suggest time and time again, incapable of empathy and capable of the most frightening cruelties.

At first he just thought the man was sleeping. He was curled on his side, facing the street, hands tucked quietly between his knees. But he wasn’t dressed for the cold: just a flannel shirt tucked into a pair of jeans held up by a concho belt. No coat, no hat, no gloves. Only a pair of Nike basketball sneakers on his feet. His black hair in a braid, curling like a snake into the snow.

There was a half inch of fresh powder covering his entire body.

Ben squatted down next to him and touched his shoulder, as if he could simply wake him up. “Hey,” he said.

The wind admonished Ben, and then hit him hard in the chest, like an angry fist. It was twenty-five degrees outside.

The man didn’t move, not even with a second nudge, so Ben started to roll him over, pulling his shoulder until his body yielded. He was big, maybe six foot two, a couple hundred pounds. And then the man was on his back and Ben stood up, stumbling backward.

“Jesus Christ,” Ben said. “Shit.”

Both eyes were sealed shut, crusty with blood and circled in blue-black. His nose was crooked, bent at an impossible angle, with dried blood in two lines running from each nostril to his lip. His bottom lip was blue and swollen, split in the center. And slowly, a fresh stream of blood began to pour from his ear, the crimson blooming like some horrific flower blossoming in the snow.

He should have run back into the house then, gotten Sara. She was a nurse, for Christ’s sake. But he was suddenly paralyzed, quite literally frozen in place as he realized: He knew this guy.

Of course, he couldn’t remember his name…. Jesus, why couldn’t he ever remember a goddamned name? But he knew him. He was the kid who came into the bar almost every single night to shoot pool. Ben knew he couldn’t be old enough to drink, but he never carded him, because all he ever ordered were Cokes. And because Jack’s served food, minors were allowed in as long as they didn’t sit at the bar. The kid always sat alone in a booth, eating cheese fries, waiting for someone to show up at the tables. He was a good pool player. Didn’t talk shit like some of the idiots that came into the bar. A gracious winner and loser. Jesus fucking Christ.

Ben dropped back down to the ground, feeling the cold wet seeping through the knees of his jeans. He pressed his hand hard against the kid’s chest, waiting. When he felt nothing but the resistance of bone, he leaned over and pressed his ear against his chest, listening. He didn’t know what he expected, but it wasn’t this. It wasn’t the silence that was suddenly as loud as drums. And the harder he pressed his ear against him, the louder the blood in his own ears got.

When it snows like this, the sun never rises. The air simply turns lighter and lighter until things come into focus. Until there is clarity.

Ben stood up again and shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, looking for his cell phone. Shit, where the hell did he put his phone last night? He was afraid to leave the kid there in the snow, as if something worse than what had already happened could happen to him now if Ben left him alone.

He thought of Sara, sleeping angrily in the bedroom, and knew that he had to wake her. She would know what to do. He needed to call 9-1-1. And so as the sky filled with hazy white light, he backed away from the kid whose head was surrounded now by a bloody halo, back through the blizzard, back to the house.

Even before the ambulance arrived, he knew what the newspapers would say about this. Young Native American man found dead in Cheshire neighborhood. Alcohol-related death suspected. He knew because this was how too many Indians die here. They come from the reservation to Flagstaff, looking for jobs, for a way to change their lives. And when they get here and find nothing but disappointment, they find places like Jack’s or the Mad I or Granny’s Closet. Ben had worked at Jack’s long enough to know that this was one of many, many sad truths. He’d seen men drink until they couldn’t see, and then watched as they stumbled out into the snow. And at least once a winter, one of them would wind up on the train tracks, where he would fall asleep and not wake up. Ben wasn’t sure how many people had died since he got here, but it seemed as if there was always some story—buried deep in the paper, mentioned in passing on the news, whispered about at the bars. This, like the snow, was a fact of life here.

Still, you don’t expect to walk out of your front door on a Sunday morning looking to retrieve your newspaper from a snowbank and find someone dead on the sidewalk.

After he woke Sara and called 9-1-1, watching as Sara made her way through the snow to the man, he started to think that maybe he wasn’t dead after all. Maybe Ben had been mistaken. He’d had a roommate in college who’d drunk almost an entire bottle of vodka by himself one night. They’d found him passed out in the bathroom at a party and called 9-1-1. The EMTs had revived him, and at the hospital they pumped his stomach and sent him back to the dorms with a crisp plastic bracelet to remind him how close he’d come. But this kid didn’t drink. At least not at Jack’s. He knew this. And besides, you don’t bleed from your ears when you’re drunk, and your face certainly doesn’t look like you ran into a brick wall headfirst from drinking either. Somebody did this to him, and when Ben had listened for his heart, all he’d heard was his own.

After the ambulance pulled away, he and Sara stood on the sidewalk, watching the twirling red lights disappear down the road.

“You okay?” Ben asked.

Sara nodded without looking at him.

“Do you think he’ll make it?” he asked.

She shook her head. “It doesn’t look good. He had no pulse. No blood pressure. He was bleeding out.”

Ben stared at the place where the kid’s head had been, at the violent bloom slowly turning pink as the snow kept falling.

Their neighbors were watching from the windows, their faces pressed to the glass. A few had come out onto their porches, clutching their robes around their waists. Sheila, from next door, had ushered her two sons back inside when she realized what was happening. Mr. Lionel stood on his porch, nodding grimly. Now the ambulance was gone, and Ben could hear the plow coming. In a few minutes it would barrel down this street too, pushing away any evidence that a man had just begun to die there.

The police were quick. They sent only one car, and they took Ben and Sara’s statements without even coming inside the house. Ben was surprised by how soon he and Sara were alone again. By the time the paper boy finally threw the newspaper into the yard, it felt almost as though they had just woken from the same terrible dream.

They sat at the small oak table that used to belong to Sara’s grandmother, sipping coffee, staring at the pages of the paper. Sara said, “I wonder if he has family here.”

Ben looked up, grateful for her breaking the silence, for her willingness to set aside whatever it was that had transpired between them the night before. “I don’t know,” he said. “He had ID on him, so they should be able to find out pretty quickly.”

“What was his name?” she asked. Her eyes were soft with tears.

He thought about the kid sitting at the booth at Jack’s. Always alone. Ben had a problem with names. He blamed his job. Both of his jobs. So many people in and out of his life. At the bar, he had a talent for remembering the names of every single patron for exactly the amount of time they spent bellied up, drinking, tipping. But the moment they were gone, the second they’d slapped down a five or a ten and walked out the door, any recollection of what they called themselves was gone. It was like this at school too. He had anywhere between forty and eighty students a semester. He knew the first and last names of each and every one of them until the final exam. Then he’d run into one of them on campus (Hey, Professor Bailey!) and there was nothing but that white-hot shame of forgetting. Though maybe Ben hadn’t ever known the kid’s name. It was possible that he hadn’t forgotten at all, but rather that the guy had always been anonymous.

He should tell Sara that he recognized him, he thought. That he was a regular at work. But for some reason, he didn’t. Sometimes it was easier to keep things from her. To lie. And so he said, “I think they said it was Begay? His last name. I don’t remember his first name.”

“He was just a kid. Who could have done that to him?”

This was the Sara he loved. Old Sara, he thought of her. She emerged sometimes from New Sara’s body and face, like a slippery ghost. This was the true Sara, the sweet Sara, the Sara who wasn’t sarcastic and always rolling her eyes as if she were always, always disappointed. Sara without her guard up. Vulnerable Sara. Her hair was messy, in a pale puff of a ponytail. Her makeup from her witch costume last night was smudged under her wide green eyes. She was wearing the robe he’d bought her five years ago for Christmas. He’d filled the pockets with green-and red-foil-covered Hershey’s Kisses. It was pilly now, frayed at the cuffs.

“God, Ben. What the hell?”

He reached across the table for her hand. Her hands were small, like a child’s, with short fingers and tiny palms. He studied the ring on her finger, the one that had been resting there, waiting there, for almost two years. He could barely remember most of the time now what it was that had gripped him, what emotion it was that had assailed him two summers ago. He remembered buying the ring; he’d found it at an antique shop on Route 66. He remembered her happy yes. But ever since that initial moment of elation, sitting in the alley courtyard at Pasto, dizzy with too much wine, he remembered feeling almost nothing but regret.

He’d somehow managed to convince Sara that they should wait to set a wedding date. His reasons, at first, were good ones: They needed to save money if they were going to have the kind of wedding she wanted. Then his mother passed away, and he just needed time. Later, he suggested that he really wanted them to own their own house first, wanted them to be more stable. When her father put the down payment on the place in Cheshire, he couldn’t help but feel he was being bribed. Angry now, he became even more reluctant. Let’s wait until summer. Fall. No, winter. A winter wedding. Wouldn’t that be beautiful? And finally, they stopped talking about it altogether. By now, the ring had become a constant reminder of his biggest broken promise.

He hadn’t realized that he was playing with the ring, until she yanked her hand away and grabbed her coffee mug. “What time do you have to go in to work?” she asked.

“I might check at the hospital first, to see what happened,” he said.

“Why?” she asked.

“Maybe he didn’t die,” he said.

She shook her head. “I really don’t think he made it. Couldn’t you just call? That way you won’t miss your shift tonight.”

“So that’s what this is about?” Ben said. “The fifty bucks I’ll make at work tonight?”

New Sara raised her chin, hard and sharp, and stood up, disappearing into the kitchen. “Do what you need to do, Ben.”

But he wasn’t dead. At least not right away.

If he’d died right away, if not for the body’s stubborn insistence upon living, then it might have ended here: the snow plow carrying away the crimson snow, Ben and Sara sipping coffee at the kitchen table. They would have gone on with their lives, and this man-boy, body frozen, breath stolen by winter, would just be a sad memory shared between them. They might talk about it sometimes, about the tragedy of this life cut short. Another casualty of winter. Just another sad disaster.

But when Ben closed his eyes, he could almost see time slipping backward, events unraveling … a woven Navajo blanket made by the boy’s ancestors, the pattern slowly coming undone, each thread revealed, the intricate design disassembled. He saw him riding a rusty tricycle in the dirt, a hungry rez dog nipping at his ankles as he pedaled furiously away, his face flushed with heat and joyful. Ben imagined him at his grandmother’s feet as she braided his hair. His soft moccasins. His small feet. He could hear the sound of her voice as she sang the boy to sleep. He watched his eyes close and then watched as he packed a duffel bag, as he hitched a ride to Flagstaff. Ben wanted to tell him not to come. To stay home. He wanted him to see the finished picture, this picture of himself, lifeless in the snow.

Sara might be able to let this go, to will herself to forget, but Ben couldn’t let it end like this, with the uncertainty of whether or not the boy had survived. He couldn’t just pretend it hadn’t happened. He couldn’t let everything just disappear into the new snow.

Sunday night was a shit shift. Hippo could handle the kitchen and the bar by himself until Ben got there later. He grabbed his coat and said good-bye to Sara through the bathroom door. Melanie was on her way up from Kachina with a bottle of wine and a movie. He knew that by the time he got home, Sara would be asleep; she had to work tomorrow. There were children with strep throat, kids with chicken pox, babies waiting to be immunized. And so he walked out the door and drove to the hospital.





Ben hated hospitals. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d been inside a hospital, and each recollection was still sharp and nauseating. The first time was when he fell out of a tree, snapping his elbow like a twig. The second time was when he was five and his sister, Dusty, was born, one month early, her head as small as a tiny peach. He’d been terrified of the wires and tubes and the blue veins running and pulsing under the transparent skin of her chest. The third time was when Dusty died. He was eleven years old then, and he remembered the hallways smelled like chlorine, cold chicken soup, and bleach. He could still recall something bitter in his throat and the swell of something awful in his chest. And so years later, when he was away at grad school and his mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer, he’d only gone back east to see her in the hospital a couple of times. Each time he’d felt his pulse racing, felt his knees and spine melting into liquid bone. He’d been almost relieved when she was sent home, when she stopped the chemo treatments and opted to acquiesce rather than fight anymore. Hospitals made him sick, made his skin prickle. He didn’t know if it was ironic or masochistic or simply sad that he’d wound up engaged to a nurse.

Until now, he’d managed to avoid the hospital in Flagstaff as well. Even the time Hippo had nearly sliced off his thumb at work, he’d just dropped him off at the emergency room entrance. But now, here he was again.

He went to the visitors’ information desk and told the receptionist the story about the kid, asked if he had been admitted. He told her he only wanted to find out if the guy had survived, that he thought his last name was Begay.

She clicked and tapped at the computer without looking at Ben and said, “ICU. But you’ll need special permission to go in to see him. Down that hallway, then take a right.”

He hadn’t planned to actually go see him, but he found himself muttering, “Thank you,” and following her directions anyway. He tried to concentrate on his own breaths rather than the smell, the silence, the loamy green walls. By the time he got to the ICU waiting room, he wondered what he was doing there. He knew the kid was alive. Wasn’t that enough? He could go to work now. He could leave. But what then? Did he just go on as though nothing had happened? When you find someone beaten nearly to death in your front yard, what is expected of you? Are you tied to them, inextricably bound in some intimate way forever?

There was one old man in the waiting room. He was reading the Daily Sun but had fallen asleep. His chin rested on his chest, and he was snoring. Ben approached the nurses’ station and spoke softly so as not to wake the man, repeating the story he’d told the lady at the information desk.

“I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Begay is in grave condition, and only immediate family is being allowed in at this point.”

“Does he have family in town?” Ben asked.

“His sister,” she said. “She just went to get a cup of coffee.”

Ben felt his chest heave with relief. The kid wasn’t alone. Perhaps this was all Ben really needed. To know that if the guy were to die tonight, he wouldn’t be here, in this hospital, by himself.

“You can wait for her if you’d like. I’m sure she’d appreciate your being here.”

“Okay,” he said.

He sat down next to the old man and picked up a magazine to busy his hands. It was quiet here, just the ticking of the clock and the distant beeping and humming and buzzing of the machines.

He looked up when he sensed someone coming into the room.

The girl was blowing into the top of a Styrofoam cup. She was tall, thin, and her thick black hair ran down her back to her waist. She was wearing overalls splattered with paint and red high-top sneakers. She spoke to the nurse, who gestured toward Ben, and the girl turned to look at him. She scowled and then came over.

Ben stood up. He felt shaky, unsteady on his feet.

“Hi. I’m Ben Bailey. I’m the one who …” he stumbled. “I found him. This morning.”

She looked at him, skeptical, and sat down in one of the chairs and took a sip of her coffee. She gestured for him to sit as well.

“How is he?” he asked.

She shook her head. “He won’t live through the night.”

It felt like someone had punched Ben in the chest. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “We could keep him here, hooked up to these machines, and he would keep breathing. But his brain is dead. It’s too late.”

Ben took a deep breath.

“Do you know what happened to him?” she asked. Her voice was crackly, like timber just catching fire.

He shook his head. “No, I just … he was just out there. In the snow.”

She rubbed her temples. Her long fingers were stacked with thick silver rings. Her nails were clipped short, clean.

“Somebody knows something,” she said, looking up at him. Questioning him. “Somebody must have seen something.”

“I don’t,” he said, shaking his head, “know anything.”

His eyes were stinging, and his throat was thick. He hadn’t felt this sensation in so long, he barely recognized it anymore. A relic of childhood. This sorrow so big it fills your entire chest—he hadn’t felt that way since he was eleven years old. Not since Dusty died. It was déjà vu of the worst kind, like re-dreaming a terrible dream. Somebody knows something. Somebody must have seen something.

This was not what he had expected. He just came here to make sure the kid had lived. That was all. He would check in and then make his way back to work. That had been his plan.

“Hey, are you okay?” she asked, her furrowed brow softening.

He nodded and looked at her. Her face was striking, with high cheekbones, amber skin, and eyes a confusion of brown and gold. She wore a thin leather choker around her long neck, a rough nugget of turquoise dipping into the deep hollow below her throat. There was a streak of white paint across her collarbone.

“You want me to get you some water or something?” she asked.

“No, I’m fine,” he said, laughing awkwardly. He stood up. His mind was reeling. “I should be going. Will you be okay?”

She nodded and stood as well.

As he turned to leave, she said, “If he does die tonight, the funeral will be in the next couple of days. If you give me your e-mail address or phone number I can get you the details.”

He turned to look at her. She was smiling sadly.

“Sure,” he said, reaching into his pocket for a slip of paper to write on. He found a grocery receipt and asked the nurse for a pen. “And I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t get your name?” “Shadi,” she said. “Shadi Begay.”

He nodded and scratched his e-mail address on the slip. “That’s an unusual name,” he said, looking back up at her. “I mean, it’s a beautiful name…. Is it … ?”

“It’s my nickname. It’s Navajo for older sister.” Ben looked back down at the receipt, felt his throat swell. “You’d really come?” she asked, taking the paper from him. Her eyes were warm and still. Something about her face made him feel calm.

“Of course,” he said, nodding.





Along time ago, everything was whole. Ben remembers those times as if they belonged to some other Ben. A distant smiling happy Ben. A flickering black-and-white Super 8 life projected on a sheet suspended in a basement rec room. This was when he had a father and a mother and a sister. When he and Dusty made forts underneath the dining room table and chased fireflies while their parents drank wine out of fragile glasses in the backyard. It was a time of poison ivy and climbing trees. Everything smelled of cut grass and barbeque. Even the bee stings were good then. Even the cuts and bruises and humpbacked crickets and screeching cicadas.

Then he was eleven and Dusty was six, and in one moment, one sliver of a moment, everything changed. It was October, cold and sunny. The trees were alight in the bright autumn sun. They’d gotten off the bus after school and were walking home, and Ben wasn’t paying attention. He was cracking gum and cracking jokes with Charlie, the only other kid who got off at their stop, and Dusty lagged behind, dragging her ladybug backpack behind her, humming a song she’d learned that day at school. He and Charlie gave each other high fives before Charlie disappeared into his little brick house, and then Ben kept walking with Dusty following behind. Ben was thinking about basketball tryouts. About how to ask for new sneakers. About his math test. About what there might be to eat in the cupboard at home.

He imagines now that something beautiful caught her eye: a silvery dragonfly, a monarch with painted wings. Maybe just a falling acorn from one of the giant oak trees that lined the street. But that day, he wasn’t paying attention. And so when she darted out into the road and the car sped past them, into her, picking her up and then setting her down like just another autumn leaf on the pavement, he didn’t see anything except a blur disappearing in the distance. It happened so quickly, it was as though it hadn’t happened at all.

Later, when his father demanded, “You had to have seen something, Ben. Try to remember!” he hadn’t been able to remember anything. Not the color of the car, not the face of the driver, not even the song that Dusty had been singing.

For a while they tried to believe that someone would be caught. That there would be some sort of explanation, even if it was one they didn’t want to hear. They waited for the driver to come forward, for his conscience to kick in, for the guilt to overwhelm him. They waited for Ben to remember. But Ben hadn’t been paying attention. And Ben couldn’t remember anything. And so hope slowly turned into desperation and desperation into sad resignation.

That winter, when the trees were stripped of their leaves and their branches looked like blanched and arthritic bones against the sky, they cleaned out her room, and soon it was as if she’d never existed at all. It was also when his mother stopped making them go to church and stopped making pancakes on Saturday mornings and stopped playing her old records on the stereo. Eventually, she stopped speaking to his father. And so his dad left, moved into the city when Ben was fourteen. And then Ben graduated, left home, and his mother got sick. Since then, instead of feeling whole, Ben had felt slivered. His life fractured into before and after. And the chasm between was Dusty.

He never talked about her. Not even with Sara. There was no way to share that sort of grief with someone who had never known sadness. It would be like trying to explain the color red to a blind man. Trying to describe snow to someone who has never felt cold.

And so he held on to this secret, kept it folded into tiny squares inside his pocket. Sometimes he could forget it was there, on good days. But when he spoke to Shadi that night at the hospital, it was as though she had found it, unfolded it and smoothed the worn, soft creases. As though she were asking him to share this ragged grief.

He didn’t know how to tell Sara, how to explain this sudden urgent need to console a stranger. He could never have articulated the feeling that this was somehow serendipitous, that there might be a reason he was the one who found the kid. He knew Sara would never understand, was incapable of comprehending the new sense of purpose that swelled in his chest like a storm.

And so when Shadi Begay sent an e-mail with the details about the services, Ben lied. He said he was going down to Phoenix with Hippo to look at camper shells for Hippo’s truck, and instead drove two hundred desolate miles to Chinle for the funeral.





Ben bought his truck as a gift for himself the day he graduated from Georgetown. Little did he know then that the PhD he planned to get would likely never make him enough money to pay the truck off. It was a 1952 Chevy pickup, completely restored, the color of a candy apple. The guy who sold it to him had tears in his eyes as Ben drove away. He and Maude had driven all the way from DC to Flagstaff in this truck, windows rolled down, both of their noses to the wind. Since then, it had seen eight Flagstaff winters, and thousands of miles. He figured he might drive this truck to his grave. If he could, he’d take it with him.

Now, Ben watched in the rearview mirror as the San Francisco Peaks disappeared behind him. The sun had come out on Tuesday morning and quickly melted the snow from the roads, as it always does in Flagstaff. The snow would remain on the Peaks, though, dappling the ashen gray in white. He yanked his sunglasses from the glove box and put them on, glancing at his reflection in the rearview mirror. He’d been thinking about growing a beard for a couple of weeks now, despite Sara’s obvious lack of enthusiasm. Or, perhaps, because of it. This morning he’d shaved the few prickly whiskers that had sprouted up like spines on a cactus.

He thought about his kids showing up to his 8:00A.M. class, finding the note he’d written in Sharpie on a piece of notebook paper. It had been too early to have anybody in the History Department do it, so he’d double-parked and run into the building like a bandit, sticking notes on the two classrooms where he taught, Prof Bailey’s US History to 1865 Class Canceled Today: Family Emergency.

He’d told Sara he was going into his office early to grade papers and that he and Hippo were leaving for Phoenix right after his second class. He promised he’d be home sometime later tonight. He left her still sleeping, getting dressed in the dark. His suit, which he hadn’t worn since he’d had his interview at school, was already in the truck.

Ben still wasn’t sure why he didn’t just tell Sara he was going to the funeral. He found himself doing this a lot lately, lying about where he was and what he was doing even if he had nothing to hide: telling her he was getting a burrito at Ralberto’s when he was really sitting next door at Crystal Creek with a turkey sub. Saying he was going to meet Hippo for a drink and instead ducking into the movie theater and watching an entire movie alone. Since the engagement, he’d found his actual life and the one he fabricated becoming two entirely different things.

He glanced down at his cell phone and saw that the reception had already disappeared. He hoped Sara would be too busy today to call him. He hoped she wouldn’t need him for anything.

According to the map, Chinle was close to the Canyon de Chelly. For someone who’d made Arizona his home, Ben had done surprisingly little sightseeing. In the eight years he’d been here, he’d been to the Grand Canyon only once. He hadn’t been to Four Corners or Window Rock either. Growing up just outside DC in Maryland, the only reason he’d ever seen the monuments was because of class field trips. He’d spent four years at Georgetown and not once made his way to the National  Mall. He hated tourists. He hated the sense that people were ticking off the items on their lists of Things to See, as if their lives suddenly gained meaning when they had their photo snapped in front of some stone memorial. The connection between the monument and what it was meant to memorialize was too often lost. And the bickering families in oversize T-shirts, sweating and frowning and gathering together and smiling for the brief moment it took for a bystander to take their picture before returning to their misery, always made him feel sad.

It was seven thirty now, and he’d been on the road for over an hour. His ears popped as he descended out of the clouds. Already, he could feel it getting a little warmer outside. He pressed his hand against the window, and the glass no longer held the cold. He rolled down the window and stuck his hand out. Fifty, maybe sixty degrees.

The funeral was at tenA.M. at Our Lady of Fatima Catholic Church. Shadi had told him in the e-mail that her brother’s name was Ricky.

At nine thirty, Ben pulled into town, stopped at a gas station, and changed into his suit in the restroom. He checked his reflection again and barely recognized himself. Normally, he wore T-shirts and jeans year-round, changing only his shoes in response to the weather. He needed a haircut; his dark hair stuck up in several directions. He ran his hand through it, trying to tame it into some sort of submission. He peered in closely at his reflection in the mirror and noted that his eyes looked tired. Flat blue-gray irises under heavy eyelids. He tightened his tie and stepped back.

As per Shadi’s instructions, he took a right onto Route 7 off the 191. He parked in the church parking lot and began to wonder what on earth he was doing here.

The parking lot was virtually empty. There was a rusty Lincoln and a couple of trucks. The church looked like an octagonal log cabin. He peered down at the e-mail he had printed out: Our Lady of Fatima Catholic Church. This was it.

He got out of the truck and walked up to the front doors, and just as he was about to open them, the girl emerged.

“Hi,” she said, grabbed his hand, and pulled him to the side of the building, leaning against the wall and sighing. She was wearing a black dress, her hair pulled away from her face. She smelled like freshly mowed grass."God, I need a cigarette,” she said, and then as she located the pack, she sighed and smiled. “I didn’t think you’d come.”





On Monday night, Ben had asked Hippo if he remembered seeing the kid when he was working that weekend. Hippo was usually in the kitchen, but sometimes he helped out behind the bar if it was busy.

Hippo was sitting at the bar after his shift, eating a basket of fries and a cheesesteak. “It was Halloween, dude,” he said. “Everybody was dressed up. He could’ve been here, but with everybody in costumes, I don’t know.” Melted cheese dripped down his chin.

“You got a little …” Ben said, pointing to Hippo’s face.

Hippo wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand and kept eating.

“There weren’t any fights, then? You didn’t need to kick anybody out?” Ben asked.

“Nah. Nobody except for Leroy. But we always have to kick Leroy out.”

Leroy was the old guy who lived upstairs in the apartment above the bar. He was in every night, most nights until closing. When he got too rowdy, they sent him back upstairs. Sometimes, Ben or Hippo would walk up with him, make sure he got into his place okay.

“So it looked like he got beat up?” Hippo asked.

“Or run over. He was a mess. Shit,” Ben said, opening up a Bud Light and putting it in front of Hippo. “I can’t get it out of my head.”

Ben had taken the job at Jack’s to supplement his income at school. But he quickly realized that he could make as much in a month at the bar as he did teaching a class for a whole semester. And he’d made some good friends at Jack’s—both coworkers and patrons.

Hippo had been working at Jack’s since he dropped out of NAU as an undergrad. He was here for the snow too. In the winter, when he wasn’t working, he was skiing. He operated the chairlift to get a free pass. Contrary to what his name might suggest, Hippo was tall and rail thin with a skinny goatee that he banded together with colored rubber bands. He was tattooed from the neck down. His girlfriend, Emily, owned the tattoo shop south of the tracks on San Francisco.

“Have the police been in here?” Ben asked, thinking the cops, assuming the kid had been drunk, would probably have interviewed the local barkeeps. He was only nineteen after all.

“Nah. And I haven’t seen anything about it on the news, either,” Hippo said, dipping a fry into a glob of ketchup.

Ben had scoured the paper that morning, looking for something, anything. Nothing. He’d watched the local news as well as the Fox station in Phoenix, but there was no mention.

“I’m going to the services tomorrow,” Ben said. “Up in Chinle.”

“Jesus,” Hippo said. “You want me to come with?”

“Nah. But I told Sara you and I were going to Phoenix. So that’s the story, okay?”

Hippo, his perpetual alibi, shook his head. “You gotta get out of that situation, dude.”

“Easier said than done,” Ben said, grimacing a little. He wasn’t an asshole, didn’t want to be an asshole, but here he was.

“What are we doing in Phoenix?” Hippo asked.

“Looking for a camper shell for your truck.”

“Cool,” Hippo said, popping the last bite of cheesesteak into his mouth and taking a long pull on his beer. “Gotta go wax my skis. They got twelve inches of fresh powder at Snowbowl. And I’ve got tomorrow off.”





Outside the church, Shadi pulled a pack of American Spirits out of a small leather purse and shook one loose from the pack. She offered it to Ben, and at first he shook his head. He’d pretty much quit smoking when he and Sara started dating except for every now and then if he was out with Hippo. He’d steal a drag or two, but never around Sara. She was allergic to cigarette smoke and could smell it even a mile away. The few times she’d smelled it on him after a night out, she’d made him leave his clothes outside in a heap on the porch. But Sara was two hundred miles away, and he could use a smoke. His stomach was in knots for some reason. He was still a little worried that Shadi might think he was withholding information about what he saw, about what he knew.

“Actually, sure … do you mind?” he asked, gesturing to the pack before she crammed it back into her bag.

“Help yourself,” she said. “Thanks again for coming all the way up here.” She lit her cigarette with a Zippo, which she passed to him. It hissed and lit, the flame leaping into the air before his face.

“That your truck?” she asked.

He nodded, took a heavy drag on the cigarette. The rush of nicotine made him feel swimmy. “2019;51?” “2019;52.”

“Our grandpa had a ‘51. Course it wasn’t restored like yours. Piece of shit, actually. All rusted out, missing the rear bumper. Ricky and I used to like to ride in the back, feel the wind. Taste the air.” She pulled a piece of loose tobacco from between her lips and flicked it onto the dirt. She looked up at Ben, and looked him hard in the eyes. “They’re saying he was drunk. That he passed out, hit his face, and died of exposure. Just another drunk Indian. It’s total bullshit. Goddamn Belaganas.“

Ben stared at the ground.

“I knew him,” he said. He should have said something sooner. “Not well. But he came into the bar where I work, to play pool. I never saw him drink anything.”

Her eyes narrowed then. “Jesus Christ. I told him to stay away from the bars. It’s asking for trouble.” She tossed her half-smoked cigarette onto the ground and snubbed it out with the toe of her shoe.

He did the same.

“Do you know who did this to him?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I wasn’t there that night. My friend who was working said he didn’t know whether or not he was there either. Everyone was dressed up for Halloween.”

The girl took a deep breath and lifted her hair off her neck, closing her eyes. When she opened them again, she looked at Ben, as if gauging whether or not she should trust him.

“He left the rez, came to Flagstaff, to play music. Guitar. He was in this band. They played the prom at Chinle High. He was really, really good. He thought that he would have more opportunities in Flag.”

They stood there for another minute or so. Shadi slipped off her shoe and shook out a pebble. “We should go inside,” she said.

After the funeral, Ben followed behind Shadi and her grandmother in the Lincoln as they left Chinle. The roads became rougher, the dirt thicker. Through the rear window of the Lincoln, he could see the back of Shadi’s head, but her grandmother was small, hidden in the passenger’s seat. The woman had not said a single word to him when Shadi introduced them after the service. She was dressed head to toe in thick purple velvet, weighted down in silver and turquoise necklaces. She had shuffled past him to the car, waving her hand dismissively.

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to be here?” he had asked Shadi quietly as she helped her grandmother into the car.

“She didn’t want this,” she said, gesturing to the church. “She wants him to have a traditional burial. Come,” she said. And so he did.

They turned down so many roads that didn’t even look like roads that he suspected he’d have to ask to follow her back into Chinle afterward. The sky was warm and pink as the Lincoln stopped in front of a single solitary structure that looked as though it had sprung from the ground: her grandmother’s hogan, he suspected.

The other people from the funeral were already there, milling about in front. The coffin had been loaded into Shadi’s uncle’s F-150, which pulled up next to his truck, dwarfing it, making it look like a child’s toy. Ben felt uncomfortable and stiff in his suit. He was sweating, and the tie was tight around his neck. He got out of the truck and went to Shadi, who was helping her grandmother out of the car.

“Can I get a ride back to Flagstaff with you?” Shadi asked, looking over her shoulder at him.

“What?”

“Can you give me a ride back to Flag?”

“What about the burial? I thought that’s where we were going.”

“No. My grandmother wants things done the traditional way. My uncles dug the grave last night. They’ll take him, with the shaman. My grandmother insists it’s the only way he can make it safely to the underworld.”

“And you don’t want to be there?” he asked.

“I’m not allowed to be there. It’s no good to be around the dead. And I need a ride home. This is my uncle’s car.”

“Okay,” Ben said, shrugging.

“Thanks,” she said and grabbed a bag from the cavernous trunk of the Lincoln, tossing it into the bed of his pickup.

By then, Shadi’s uncles had all piled into the cab of the F-150 and were heading north, the wooden coffin bouncing around in the back. They watched the truck disappear in a cloud of dust.

“You been to Canyon de Chelly before?” she asked as he opened the passenger door for her and she hopped up into his truck.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. He looked at his watch. It was almost one o’clock.

“Then I’ll take you. It’s a sacred place. A good place to be today.”





The house Ben grew up in backed up to a creek with thick woods on either side. At night, with his window cracked open, he could hear the water bubbling and stumbling over rocks. When spring came, the trees of the forest made a fortress around their house, the new green leaves pressing against all of the windows. At night they made moving shadows on his walls. The woods were his private playground. He knew how to climb every tree, he was familiar with every rock, he could always find his way home. But after Dusty died, his mother forbade him to go to the woods. She was afraid of everything then. Everything good became a possible disaster. He could drown in the creek, fall from the tender limb of a tree, get bitten by a rabid raccoon. And so he was exiled from the one place where he felt at home.

In high school, he and his friends found their way back to the woods, but it wasn’t the same anymore. Now they smoked weed and made out with girls, emerging from the woods with twigs and pitch and burdocks in their hair. They drank beers and crushed cans and left their candy wrappers at the water’s edge. They pissed in the creek and carved obscenities into the aging elms. Sometimes he felt as though he owed the woods an apology. But how do you say you’re sorry when you can’t undo the damage you’ve done?

This is the way he felt about Sara sometimes. He knew what he was doing was hurting her, harming her. Destroying what was left of what had been beautiful. But he couldn’t seem to resist. There was something strangely thrilling in wondering how far he could go before she snapped. There can be a terrible joy in knowing that someone won’t fight back no matter what you do. It’s the kind of joy that makes you sick to your stomach. The kind of joy that makes you ashamed of what you have become.

This is what Ben was thinking as he pulled the truck up to the overlook. If Sara knew where he was, how far this lie had gone already, she would be hurt.

He and Shadi got out of the truck, and he looked over the edge.

“That’s Spider Rock,” she said, gesturing below at two looming red rock towers jutting up into the sky from the bottom of the canyon. The cliff must have dropped down five hundred feet. He felt dizzy and exhilarated.

“The Diné believe this is where Spider Woman lives. She is the one who taught us how to weave. She also punishes disobedient children. See how the rock is white at the top? Those are supposed to be the bones of bad children.”

“Jeez,” Ben said.

When they got to the next overlook, she pulled her backpack out of the bed of the truck and put it on her back. “Let’s go,” she said. And she gestured to the path markedWHITE HOUSE NATURE TRAIL.

“You want to go on a hike?“ he asked. He had taken his tie off but was still wearing his suit. She was also still wearing her funeral dress but had changed into the high-tops she’d had on at the hospital. “It’ll just take a couple of hours. I have plenty of water,” she said.

This was ridiculous.

He looked at his watch. It was a few minutes past one o’clock. If they were on the road to Flagstaff by three, he’d be home by six or six thirty. Jesus, what was he thinking? But before he had time to argue, Shadi had pulled her long hair off her neck into a ponytail and was headed down the sandstone path.

He thought about the time he and Jason had gone into the woods behind his house with a bunch of firecrackers they bought at a Fourth of July firecracker stand set up at the Sunoco on New Hampshire Avenue. Jason had thought it would be fun to put a brick of firecrackers in the crook of a tree. Ben thought about the hiss of the flame, the crack, and the explosion. And he thought about the robin’s nest, the shards of blue shells, and the small featherless embryo motionless on the ground when it was over.



“Did you grow up in Chinle?” he asked as they descended deeper into the canyon.

“Yeh. We lived in town until my mother took off, and then Ricky and I lived with our grandmother until I graduated.”

Ben nodded. He tried to imagine all of them living inside that small hogan. He didn’t ask where her mother went.

“My mother’s father was a missionary,” she said. “She went to high school on the rez, got pregnant with me, and married my dad. When her family went back to Kingman, she stayed with us. But by the time she had Ricky, she’d realized she made a big mistake.” Shadi shrugged. “She was only twenty. She went back home. And my dad sent me and Ricky to live with my grandmother.”

Ben could feel the sun on his back; the back of his neck was hot. “When did you move to Flagstaff?” he asked.

“I got a scholarship through the Navajo Nation. For college. And then I went straight to grad school for my MFA. This is my last year.”

“Are you a painter?” Ben asked, thinking about her paint-splattered clothes at the hospital. “You’d been painting, right? At the hospital?”

“Oh no,” she said, laughing. “I was just painting my kitchen.”

They were at the bottom of the canyon now. Looking back up at Spider Rock, which loomed above them, framed in clouds. Ben felt small, at the feet of a giant.

“I’m in textiles,” she said. “I’m a weaver.”

It was only five o’clock when they pulled back into town. Shadi had suggested they go back through Leupp, on a shortcut through the endless barren expanse that is northern Arizona, which thankfully cut more than an hour off the trip. They’d stopped in Winona to get gas, and Ben had called Sara at work, told her he and Hippo were on their way up from Phoenix. That they were grabbing some dinner at Camp Verde. He said he’d be home by six thirty.

Shadi rolled down the truck window. They were climbing back up into the clouds, into the cold. Ben stared out the window at the ribbon of asphalt unfurling in front of them.

“Did Ricky live with you in Flagstaff?” he asked.

“Up until a month ago. It was too crowded, though. So he got a studio at the Downtowner. He was washing dishes at Beaver Street Brewery. Trying to put together a new band.”

Ben knew those apartments; they weren’t far from Jack’s. Lots of short-term residents, very transient. Lots of people coming and going.

“Do you think it could have been someone at the Downtowner?” he asked. “Was there anyone there he had problems with? Anybody giving him a hard time?”

Shadi turned to look at him, shaking her head. Her eyes were filling with tears.

“Ben?” she said. “Do you have anything you regret? Anything you wish you could take back?”

Ben nodded. He considered all of his regrets, like barbs on a wire fence circling around him.

“I shouldn’t have kicked him out,” she said. “He was my brother.”

As they pulled into town, the sun was setting, the air becoming cold.

“Where should I take you?” he asked as they drove past the motels and strip malls along Route 66.

“You can take me home,” she said. “It’s been a long day.”

They drove past his neighborhood off of Fort Valley Road, past the road up to the Snowbowl, and into an RV park. She directed him through the woods to her space, where a vintage silver Airstream was parked. “This is it,” she said, and he parked the truck. “You want to come in for coffee or something?” she asked, opening the door.

It was five thirty now, and getting dark. It was cold outside, the sky cloudy and starless. He grabbed his jacket from the seat and pulled it on.

“No,” he said, thinking of Sara getting home from the doctor’s office soon. “I should get home. I’ve got papers to grade.”

She turned to look at him. “You’ll come back, though,” she said. This was not a question.

He cocked his head at her quizzically, wondering what she meant. What it was that she wanted from him.

Her cheeks were pink in the cold, and she shivered inside the thin fabric of her black dress. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it, and it sent a trill through his entire body.

“I need you,” she said. “To help me find out who did this to my brother.”





At home, Sara was in the kitchen making a salad, patting dry the lettuce with a paper towel. “Hey,” she said without looking up at him. She was still wearing her scrubs but had pulled a thick wool cardigan over them. “How was Phoenix?”

He felt a knot in his stomach twist tight. “Okay.”

“Any luck?” she asked.

“Huh?”

“Hippo find a camper shell?”

“Nah.”

She started to tear the lettuce into pieces. “You ate already?” she asked.

“Just a couple of tacos. I’m still hungry.” He went to the fridge and pulled out a bag of carrots, a pint of cherry tomatoes, and a bottle of blue cheese dressing. Another lie; he hadn’t eaten since this morning. He was starving. “Can I help?” he asked.

She looked at him and smiled a little suspiciously. “Sure.”

Silently they worked together, assembling the salad.

“I can’t stop thinking about that boy,” she said. “I dreamed about him last night. I dreamed he didn’t die.”

Ben stiffened. “He did. I told you I stopped by the hospital.” He grated the carrot on top of the two bowls.

“Have you seen anything in the paper about it?” she asked. “I mean, it’s so weird, don’t you think? There was nothing in the police log. It’s like it didn’t even happen. You’d think there’d be something. An obituary at least.”

“He was probably from the rez,” Ben said. He thought about the pink light enclosing him and Shadi as they descended into the canyon. He thought about the way the light caught in her hair, how he’d wanted to reach out and feel if it also held the sun’s warmth. The lie was so big it seemed to fill the room, all of the empty spaces.

“It’s such a shame,” Sara said.

“What’s that?”

“The drinking. The alcoholism. You wouldn’t believe how many Indian kids we see with fetal alcohol syndrome. It’s not just the men who drink.”

“Who says he was drunk?” Ben asked, feeling heat rising up his neck as he tossed the brown carrot stubs into the garbage.

“Well, how else would you explain it?”

“It looked to me like somebody beat the shit out of him,” Ben said angrily. “You don’t have to be a drunk to get the crap beaten out of you.”

Sara’s lips tightened and she sliced a cucumber into perfect transparent disks. “I’m not being a racist, if that’s what you think,” she said. “There have been studies done, genetic studies about Native Americans’ predisposition to alcoholism.”

“Jesus Christ, Sara. I didn’t call you a racist. Let’s just stop.”

Sara grabbed the two bowls from the counter and brought them to the table. She sat down hard in her chair and shook the bottle of dressing.

“Is this it? Just salad?” Ben asked. “I’m starving. Do we have any of that leftover chicken?”

“I’m on a diet, Ben.”

Ben sighed.

They ate silently. Ben took a long drink of ice water; it made his whole body go cold.

“I was thinking we could have the reception up at the Snowbowl,” she said quietly, staring into her salad.

“What?”

“I called up there yesterday, and they still have two weekends open next summer. But they fill up fast, so we need to decide.”

“Right now?” Ben asked, pushing a cherry tomato around his bowl. His appetite was suddenly gone.

“No, Ben, let’s wait another year. Hell, let’s wait two more. What’s the fucking hurry anyway?” she said, grabbing her bowl and going to the kitchen, where she dumped it in the trash. He heard her slam it onto the tile countertop.

She came back into the dining room and stood in front of him, hands on her hips. There was something unidentifiable (Blood? Chocolate?) smeared across her pale pink scrubs shirt. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said. “I feel disgusting.”

Later that night as Sara slept curled tightly away from him, Ben thought about all the ways to tell her this was over. He imagined the conversation that would free him. He thought about all the ways to say, I don’t love you anymore. He tossed and turned.

When he finally fell asleep, he dreamed of the Spider Woman perched at the top of her red stone spire, spinning a web that stretched all the way across the canyon in shimmering filaments. And as he descended into the abyss, he could feel her silken trap slowly entangling him, enclosing him.





At Jack’s on Wednesday night, Ben asked all of the regulars if they’d seen Ricky Begay on Halloween. He got in at six o’clock, just as the day crew was stumbling out, replaced by the nine-to-fivers.

None of the day crew would know Ricky. These were the folks who came in after the bar opened at eleven and stayed all day, shooting pool or watching CNN on the one TV over the bar. Hippo called them the Retirees, but the truth was, most of them were just out of work, disabled, or career drunks. And there’s no retiring from that.

The nine-to-fivers, the people who worked at Gore or at any of the businesses downtown, were the folks who came in straight from work before heading home. Single guys mostly, though there was the occasional gaggle of women enjoying a ladies’ night away from their husbands and children.

Jack’s was one of those bars that appealed to everyone by appealing to no one in particular. There was no theme: no sombreros on the wall, no Irish or Italian paraphernalia. No sports motif, no mounted marlins, no fancy microbrews or cocktails with silly names. It was just a small, dark bar with three beers on tap, two good pool tables, and one rarity: really good food.

On any given night, you could expect to see a wide assortment of people crammed into the booths or bellied up to the rough-hewn bar. Sorority girls flirting with bikers, bikers hanging out with lawyers, lawyers offering free legal advice to the recently paroled. Ben considered Jack’s the great equalizer. A place where all those walls we build around ourselves, all those labels we cling to, disappear into the frothy foam of beer.

Tonight he asked all of them if they remembered seeing Ricky on Halloween.

“I wasn’t here. Out with my kids trick-or-treating,” said Nancy, who worked at an oral surgeon’s office up on Cedar but found her way to Jack’s at least a couple of nights a week.

“I was up at Havasu last weekend,” said Huck, who ran one of the many outdoor sporting goods stores in town.

At a Halloween party, stomach flu, mother-in-law in town. Not a single person was even at the bar, never mind watching to see if anybody was giving some quiet Indian kid a hard time.

The weekenders were a less predictable crowd, primarily because of the college kids. In Flagstaff, bars fall in and out of popularity with the college population. For a while, everybody’s hanging out at the Monte Vista, and then all of a sudden that love affair is over and they’re back at Jack’s. By the time the season changes, or the semester ends or the summer begins, some other bar is calling their name: Beaver Street, the Mad I, or Collins’. There’s a restlessness about small towns, and with restlessness comes infidelity. But the good news was, they almost always came back. And there was never a weekend night when the bar wasn’t full.

“Who was tending bar Saturday night?” Ben asked Hippo.

“Ned,” he said. “I came out to help when it got crazy, but he was out front most of the night by himself.”

Ned had been working at the bar off and on for ages. He was a river rat, disappearing into the canyon for weeks at a time on rafting trips. But when he wasn’t river running, he was here at Jack’s, pulling beers and dealing with drunks and making sure people had fun and also making sure they got home safe. Ben had seen Ned walk girls to their cabs and even drive a few folks home who might be stranded otherwise.

Tonight, Ned was in as a patron rather than an employee and sat at the end of the bar near the condiments tray, drinking whiskey and stealing olives.

“Hey, Ned,” Ben said, giving Ned a fist bump across the bar.

“Dude,” Ned said, throwing back his third shot of Jameson since he’d gotten there. Ned had the skin of a fifty-year-old man who’d spent too much time in the sun, but he was probably only in his twenties.

“Listen,” Ben said. “I’m trying to find out if there was something going on Saturday night with one of the regulars.”

“Who was it?” Ned asked, swiping another olive. The pimento slipped out and fell on the bar.

“You know the kid who comes in and shoots pool? He usually sits over in the booth by the bathrooms?”

“Ricky?” Ned asked.

“Yeah,” Ben said, surprised that Ned knew his name. “You know him?”

“Sure,” he said. “Cheese fries and a Coke. Good pool player.”

Ben nodded.

“Lot of folks in on Saturday,” Ned said, jutting his chin out and rubbing the bristly whiskers there. “I had to throw out some frat boys. Stupid motherfucker broke one of the pool cues.”

“They giving Ricky a hard time?”

“Shit. I don’t remember if he was here then. I think he might have been here early on, before all the idiots started showing up in costumes. Place went fucking crazy after that. But I don’t remember seeing him at the tables after ten or so. That’s about when I got rid of the kids. One of them fell down on the sidewalk afterward, split his lip and started threatening to sue.” He laughed and slammed the fourth shot of whiskey Ben had set down in front of him.

“You know if there’s anywhere else he hangs out?”

“Uptown sometimes, Brews and Cues. The V … any place that’s got pool tables. He’s got a bad fake ID, says he’s thirty. Doesn’t drink, though, so nobody gives him a hard time about it.”

Ben sighed. This wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought. Ricky could have been anywhere that night. The question was, where did he start out and how the hell did he wind up five miles from his room downtown in front of Ben’s doorstep, left there like some god-awful gift?

“Wait!” Ned said, as Ben reached under the bar for the jar of olives to replenish the depleted supply. “He was here,” he said, smacking his palm on the bar. “Early on. I remember because he was talking to some chick dressed up like a cowgirl. Some drunk bitch who kept trying to get her boyfriend to take a picture of the cowgirl and the Indian.”

“What time?” Ben asked.

“Shit, maybe nine, nine thirty? It was early, because I remember thinking that she must have gotten a head start. Meat-head boyfriend I recognized from the gym.”

Ben dumped the olives in the tray.

“Guy’s name is Higgins, I think. Weird thing was, after the stupid girl finally shut up, he and his buddy ended up playing pool with him.”

“Ricky and this Higgins guy?”

“Yeah. I think they even took off around the same time.”

“Did he have a coat on?” Ben asked.

“What?”

“Was he wearing a coat?”

“Yeah. He had on that big army coat he always wears.”

Ben thought of Ricky lying in the snow, in only a flannel shirt and a pair of jeans. What the hell happened to him after he left Jack’s? He looked at his watch. It was only ten o’clock. He still had three and a half hours until last call. It was pretty slow tonight, so he might get home by two thirty. But he had to teach at eight, and he hadn’t even planned his lessons yet. Jesus, he was ready for the semester to end. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could do this.





On Thursday, after his second class, he went upstairs into his office, which he shared with three other adjuncts, and was glad to see no one was there. That was the advantage of teaching early morning classes. He almost never had to deal with anybody lurking around in his office. He set down the new stack of essays and clicked on the monitor of the one antiquated computer.

Early on he’d tried to make his office feel like it belonged to him, putting books on the bookshelves, hanging up a couple of posters on the walls and the back of the door. But after three or four rotations of grad students and other adjuncts, any attempt to make it feel more permanent than it was seemed futile and pathetic. The truth was, he didn’t know if he’d even have a job lined up from one semester to the next. There had been times when he’d been able to get only one section of US History to 1865; when he was lucky, they’d offer him two or three. Only one tenure-track position had come open the whole time he’d been there, and it had gone to a woman who had published four books already. He knew that if he wanted a real academic job, he’d have to go on the job list and be willing to move. He’d have to relocate to Mississippi or Kansas or Florida if he wanted tenure. Benefits. All those things you’re supposed to have by the time you’re thirty with a PhD. But what he’d realized in the last several semesters was that, while he loved history, he really didn’t like teaching it.

Sara was constantly suggesting that he should be willing to look beyond Flagstaff. She could work anywhere, she said. And it was true, as a nurse her options were limitless. California, she said. New England. I don’t care where I am as long as I’m with you. She’d gone as far as to print out real estate offerings in places like Maine and Oregon, places where she knew there were openings at universities. “We could sell the house and have a good down payment,” she said. “It would be an adventure.”

He knew that although Sara had grown up in Arizona, there were times when she was envious of her friends who had left. One of her girlfriends from high school went to Los Angeles after graduation and had made a pretty good career in commercials. They’d see her at least once a month on TV selling Jell-O or laundry detergent or tax software. And her friend Stacy from nursing school had married some guy she met on spring break and moved to Manhattan, where he got a job at a big financial firm. Sara talked about Los Angeles and New York as if they were the most exotic places in the world. “We could move to DC,” she had said. “Wouldn’t it be nice to go back home?”

The only thing that kept Sara from insisting they move was that her family still lived here, her parents just a couple of hours’ drive to Phoenix, her brother in Tucson. And while she claimed to dream of leaving, Ben suspected that he could probably call her bluff at any moment. They had dinner with her parents at least once a month, her mom was always coming up to take her shopping, and her dad showed up every time something needed to be fixed whether or not Ben was able to fix it himself. What would have made her happier than anything was if Ben would agree to move to Phoenix.

Ben sat down at his computer, looked at the desktop photo of one of his office mate’s daughters, and checked his e-mail. He clicked through the excuses and apologies from his students who hadn’t made it to class, through the spam, and then stopped. He clicked on the first e-mail Shadi had sent and nervously clickedREPLY.

Can you meet me for lunch today at Café Espress? Around 1:00? he typed and looked around the office guiltily, as though someone might be peering over his shoulder.

Within moments, she responded. I’ll be there.

Café Espress on San Francisco is one of the few places in town where you can actually get something healthy to eat. Organic produce, sandwiches on crunchy homemade bread piled high with sprouts. Sun tea. Punks and hippies. Sara called it Café Patchouli. He’d picked it because it was a place that Sara never went.

Shadi was already there, sitting at a table in the window; she waved and motioned for him to come join her. He thought about being on display like this, like a clothing store mannequin or a sports shop kayak. He thought about who might see him and what they might say.

The warm air enveloped him as the door closed behind him. It smelled good in here. Like homemade bread. He went to Shadi’s table and took off his coat, unwrapped his scarf.

Today she was wearing jeans and boots and a turtleneck sweater. Her hair was up in a bun, held in place with a pencil. She smiled and stood up, leaning into him for a hug. She smelled good, that fresh-cut grass smell.

“Sit,” she said.

Ben sat down and picked up a menu. He tried to focus on the lunch items, but the words blurred together, swimming across the page. He put the menu down and looked at her. Her eyes were warm pools; she was waiting for him.

“Ricky was at Jack’s that night, but he left early,” Ben offered.

She nodded.

“There was a girl, some stupid girl who kept bothering him,” he said. He didn’t want to repeat what it was that she was doing. The cowgirl and Indian shit. It made him feel guilty, ashamed. But if he didn’t say it, it was like he was protecting the girl instead of protecting Shadi.

She tilted her head and looked at him for an explanation.

“She was trying to get her boyfriend to take a picture of the two of them. She was dressed up like a cowgirl. For Halloween.”

Shadi’s eyes grew dark.

“Her boyfriend and Ricky left Jack’s around the same time. They’d been playing pool together.”

The waitress came over to take their order. Her arms were tattooed, and she had a large silver lip ring that looked a little infected. She seemed put out by their requests. Dressing on the side for Shadi. Jack instead of Swiss for Ben. She scratched their orders on her pad and huffed as she walked away with their menus.

Shadi shrugged and smiled.

Ben peered out the window. The lunch crowd and students and tourists filled the streets. It was a cold but gorgeous sunny day, with almost no evidence of the weekend’s snowstorm remaining. A train rumbled and then screamed past them on the tracks a block away. Ben studied the faces of the people on the sidewalks, worried about seeing someone he knew. Sara usually ate lunch at work, part of the diet. He could picture her watching her Lean Cuisine spinning around inside the microwave in the break room. He used to meet her for lunch. He used to bring her rolled tacos or slices of pizza from Alpine Pizza. They’d eat in the break room together or, if it was nice, out at the picnic table on the office park’s lawn. Even eating had turned into a sort of drudgery for her lately.

“Have you talked to the police anymore?” Ben asked.

She shook her head. “They say that he got drunk and passed out. Fell down, hit his head. He died of exposure.”

“But he wasn’t drunk. Didn’t that show up in the autopsy?”

“There was no autopsy,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s against our beliefs. Well, my grandmother’s beliefs anyway.”

“They must have done a blood alcohol test at the hospital,” Ben said.

Shadi looked out the window. A woman was tethering a collie to a bike rack. “They did. His blood alcohol was point-oh-eight.”

“That doesn’t make sense. You said he doesn’t drink, and even if he did, point-oh-eight is hardly drunk enough to pass out. And what about his injuries? What about the trauma to his head? That was no fall.” Ben felt anger spreading from his gut to his arms. He felt his hands clenching into fists.

“You don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “The rules aren’t the same.”

“What do you mean rules?”

“They found alcohol, they found their answer. That’s enough for them. Case closed.” Shadi shut her eyes and turned toward the window. The sun was so bright it almost hurt. “God, I’m starving. Where’s our food?”

After lunch, Ben drove Shadi back to campus. She had an art history class at three o’clock, and Ben needed to pick up the essays he’d left in his office. He parked near campus and they walked together. Ben was already formulating his excuses in case anyone saw him. She’s a student of mine. A grad student TA. A friend. A friend? What was she really? Who was she to him?

At the entrance to his building, Shadi said, “I know it’s a lot to ask, but is there any way you could meet me tomorrow at the Downtowner? I need to move things out of Ricky’s room. I don’t know anyone else with a truck.”

“You don’t have a car?” he asked.

She shook her head. “This is my ride,” she said, pointing to a rusty three-speed bicycle locked to the bike rack outside the building.

“What do you do in the winter?”

“Hang on tight,” she said, laughing. Then she unlocked the bike and hopped on. “Can you meet me out in front of the building at ten o’clock? You don’t teach tomorrow, right?”

“No,” he said, and watched her pedal away. “I’m free.”





The first time Ben saw Sara was on campus at school nearly six years ago. He was studying, sprawled out on the grass in front of the library, surrounded by a fortress of books. She was walking along down the sidewalk, a backpack slung over her shoulder, smiling like someone had just told her a joke. She even shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. He watched her because she was so pretty and so happy. It’s such a rare thing to see people so joyful. So absolutely content.

He asked her once later what she was smiling about, and she said that someone had just hollered, Hey, beautiful! at her as she walked across the grass. And Ben said that he’d almost done the same.

He was in the throes of finals after his second year. He was miserable, wondering what the hell he’d been thinking. Pursuing a PhD in history had seemed like a good idea two years before (when he was twenty-two, fresh out of Georgetown, and in love with the prospect of teaching someday).When he started graduate school, he romanticized the life he’d one day have: the handsome young professor in jeans and a tweed blazer, fawning coeds vying for the front-row seats, him brilliant and funny as he taught his students to love history as much as he did. But suddenly, as he crammed his brain full of facts and time lines, theories and speculations, he started to wonder if this had been a big fat waste of time. He was living in a dumpy studio south of the tracks. The train rattled his windows every single time it went by, and there was the faint scent of raw sewage every time he opened his back door. Getting his PhD, if he wasn’t willing to leave Flagstaff, seemed like nothing other than a feather in his cap. A useless frilly feather that did nothing but blow about in the wind. And then he saw Sara walk across the quad, smiling to herself, almost laughing out loud, and any doubts he’d had flew out the window.

He’d leapt up and decided to follow her, leaving his books on the grass behind him. She’d gotten all the way to the student union before she turned around and said, “Have you been following me this whole time?”

When he said, “Maybe just a little,” she laughed and said, “Well, you must be thirsty, then. Let me get you something to drink.” And she’d taken him to a vending machine, popped a dollar in, pressing the button for a Mountain Dew without even asking what he wanted, and handed it to him. “There. Now tell me your name.”

Within a month, she was spending the night in his room four nights a week, going home only to shower and do her laundry. She lived with three other girls in an apartment off of Lonetree Road. Melanie was one of them. They had grown up together in Phoenix, come to Flagstaff for college, and now they were both in their final year of nursing school. She and Melanie both got jobs at Dr. Newman’s office as soon as they graduated. Sara moved out of her apartment and signed a lease on a place closer to downtown. She never asked Ben if he wanted to move in with her; she just brought him a bunch of boxes from the grocery store and started packing.

He used to love that she took charge with everything. He loved that she was so decisive. And he really loved that she liked to sleep with him. He was surprised by how easy the sex was with her. No game playing, no pleading. She seemed to know when he wanted her, and a lot of times she wanted him first. Either way, she let him know. He loved to follow her into the bedroom, loved the way her soft wide hips swayed.

He loved that she sang at the top of her lungs in the shower. He loved that the smallest things gave her pleasure: a pint of ice cream on a hot day, thunderstorms, a nice long hike in Oak Creek Canyon. She was so happy all of the time. She was optimistic, positive that everything would eventually go her way.

What he finally realized was, her optimism was grounded in the fact that nothing ever, ever went awry in Sara’s world. She’d never been denied anything. She’d never been truly disappointed. She’d always had enough money. Good friends. Parents who were still married, a brother she adored. Not a single person she was close to had died. This might seem like a ridiculous reason to fall in love, but for Ben, something about the simple lack of sorrow in her life was almost magical. It was as if she were somehow blessed, golden. And maybe he thought that by virtue of being her boyfriend, some of this good fortune might rub off on him.

But instead, he’d let her down. He’d been the first and only disappointment in Sara’s life. He was the curdled milk in the fridge. The weeds in the garden. The cloud shrugging off its silver lining.

In six short years, he had systematically turned her life from sublime to miserable. From simple and contented to ordinary and mundane. Nothing made her happy anymore. She deserved better than this.





Ben parked his truck near Jack’s and walked down to the Downtowner Apartments, where Shadi was standing out front smoking a cigarette. She had her bike with her, and the basket was brimming with pears. Her face lit up when she saw him. “Where’s your truck?” she asked.

“It’s up the street.” He didn’t want to have to explain to Sara what he was doing if she, or anybody else, saw his truck down here. “Are those pears? Where did they come from?”

“That tree over there,” she said, gesturing to a lone pear tree that, despite the weather, was replete with fruit.

They went inside the apartment building and down the hall. For some reason, he’d imagined the place cordoned off with yellow police tape. Instead, there was nothing. Just an empty hallway that smelled vaguely musty and a lot of closed doors. She put her key in the lock and opened the door to Ricky’s room. Inside, there was an unmade mattress and box spring on the floor, a guitar stand with an electric guitar, and a laundry basket full of clothes. A fridge, a microwave, and a small TV. Next to the bed were a stack of books, all of them Stephen King paperbacks. Shadi sat down on the bed and put her face in her hands.

He hadn’t seen her cry before. Not at the hospital, not at the funeral. But now, in this quiet room, she was falling apart.

“Hey,” he said tentatively. He sat down next to her on the bed and slowly put his arm across her shoulder. Her entire body was quaking.

“He was so lonely,” she said, looking up at him. “What kind of life is this?” she asked, gesturing to the monastic room. “I told him not to come here. That at least in Chinle he had friends. He had family.”

“He had you here,” Ben offered. “Maybe he wanted to be closer to you.”

“He drove me crazy!” she said, wiping her tears hard with the back of her hand. “I asked him to move out because I couldn’t stand him living with me. His music, all day and all night. He’s messy,” she said, pointing to a crumb-covered dish and a glass with a hard disk of orange juice at the bottom. “He always told the dumbest jokes. His feet smelled. He was so big! There wasn’t room for him.”

Ben suddenly felt awkward holding on to Shadi, and he lifted his arm off her shoulders and coughed so he’d have something to do with his hands.

“Ben, what do you think happens when people die?”

Ben took a deep breath. After Dusty died and they went home from the hospital without her, he’d curled up in his bed alone. He’d waited for someone to come and explain to him what would happen next. What to expect. Not for him, for them, but for her. But neither his mother nor father offered anything. There was no heaven in his house, no God.

Ben shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Shadi wiped away her tears. “My people believe that you shouldn’t cry when someone dies. That too much emotion can interrupt their journey to the underworld. That the dead person’s spirit might attach itself to you, or to a place, or to an object if the journey is interrupted. Do you think that’s possible?”

This time, he nodded. Without heaven, without angels,

Dusty became a ghost. She lived in every particle of dust, in every shadow. She lived in all the empty places; maybe she still did.

“Well,” she said, standing up from the bed. “At least it shouldn’t take long to clear this shit out.”

Shadi put everything into the laundry basket (the books, the clothes, the TV, a small amplifier, and a carton of cigarettes), which Ben carried, and she rode her bike next to him to the truck, the guitar slung over her back. “Thanks for helping me out,” she said.

“No problem,” he said, shrugging.

She took the pears out of the bike basket and threw her bike and Ricky’s stuff into the bed of the truck. Ben drove up Humphreys so they wouldn’t have to pass the doctor’s office on San Francisco and then pulled out onto Fort Valley Road.

When they drove into her spot at the RV park, she got out of the truck and he got out to help her. “It’s okay, I’ve got it,” she said, lowering the bike to the ground and grabbing the rest of the stuff. “Listen, thanks for helping me out and I’m sorry about that earlier. I didn’t mean to fall apart like that. It’s not usually my way.”

He waited for her to invite him in. It was early; Sara wouldn’t be home from work for another couple of hours, and he didn’t have to work that night. He wanted to keep talking to her. He wanted to stay.

“Okay, I’ll see you,” she said.

His heart sank a little. He got in the truck, and she started to chain her bike to the trailer. He leaned over to the passenger side and rolled the window down.

“Hey, I’m going to see if I can find anything out about the other places Ricky might have gone that night. I’ve got friends who tend bar at some of the other places he might have been hanging out. Somebody had to have seen something.”

She stood up and smiled. She came over to the window and handed him a pear. “Thanks,” she said, and then she unlocked the trailer door and disappeared inside.

He sat in the driveway for a minute. He couldn’t believe she and Ricky had lasted as long as they had, sharing such a tiny space. He wondered what it looked like inside. He wondered what she was doing in there. And then he shook his head, no, this was crazy, and he put the key in the ignition and backed out. On the way home, he ate the pear, just a couple of bites. It wasn’t ripe yet, though, too hard and too green, almost bitter.



“Ben?” Sara’s voice came from the kitchen as Ben walked the door.

He took off his coat and poked his head around the corner. She was standing at the counter, making lasagna, layering noodles and sauce and cheese. Ben’s favorite. She’d changed out of her scrubs and was wearing a soft pair of Levi’s and one of his sweaters. Barefoot, her hair loose around her shoulders.

She stopped what she was doing and looked at him. Her chin trembled. “I’m sorry. I’m just a mess. I didn’t mean to be such a bitch the other day. God, I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Ben. I think everything with that kid, it just finally got to me. I see broken bones and bloody faces all day long, but this is different. At work I feel like I have control over things. That’s why I couldn’t work in the ER. It’s just too much. I can give shots and draw blood and hand out stickers to scared little kids, but I can’t deal with death like this. I’ve been rattled all week. And then that stupid stuff about the wedding … I’m just …” She took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

She must have been saving this up for days.

“It’s okay,” he said. He hated seeing her like this.

She turned to him and shook her head. “It’s not okay. It’s like things are changing between us, and I don’t want to be so angry all the time. I want to be who we used to be. God, what happened?”

And then she was leaning into him, pressing her cheek against his chest, and his chest ached. He rested his chin on the top of her head and closed his eyes hard. The house smelled like her mother’s homemade tomato sauce. There were candles burning on the dining room table.

“Did you do this for me?” he asked.

She pulled away from him and looked up, smiling. “I got the sweet sausage you like, and I made homemade garlic bread.” She went to the pan, covered it with foil, and put it in the oven.

“What time is it?” he asked, glancing down at his watch. It was only five.

“I left work early. I just wanted to come home and be with you. Start the weekend right.”

He raised his eyebrow at her. She was pressing her whole body into him now, and he could feel himself giving in to that old feeling, that wonderful feeling of Sara, Sara. God, what had happened to them?

And then she took his hand, leading him out of the kitchen, through the living room and down the hallway to their bedroom. She put her hand against his chest, pushing him down on the bed. She pulled the heavy curtains, and in the darkness he went through the motions, trying to remember what it meant to love Sara.





On Tuesday morning, he walked down the rows of seats, handing back the graded essays. He was met with all of the requisite groans and sighs. He hated teaching at eightA.M., but it came with the territory of being an adjunct. The fulltime faculty got first picks with the schedule, and the rest of the available courses were doled out to him and the rest of his colleagues at the bottom of the academic totem pole.

There are two types of kids who take eight o’clock classes: the overachievers and the underachievers. The overachievers are the ones who wake up ready to go each day, the ones who go to bed early during the week, the ones who do their homework and visit during office hours. These are the students who manage to graduate in four years, which is no small feat in a town with so many opportunities for distraction. The underachievers are the ones who forget to register for their classes until all of the sections held at reasonable times are full. These are the second-or third-or fourth-year seniors who have to have this class to graduate. The ones who have spent more time snowboarding than studying. More time at the bars than at the library. And this makes for a terrible classroom dynamic. The overachievers sitting in the front row, raising their hands, eagerly jumping in anytime Ben poses a question while the underachievers hold court in the back rows, fighting off sleep or texting their grievances, clackety-clack, all through class.

This morning as Ben began his lecture on American colonialism, Hanna Blum, fresh out of the shower and Starbucks in hand, raised her hand to ask a question, and Joe Bello yawned in the back. It was a big yawn, an exaggerated yawn. The kind of yawn that is meant to send a message.

“Joe?” Ben said. “Am I boring you?”

There were some chuckles in the back. His buddy, Drew Miller, punched his arm. “Wake up, dude.”

Joe had been a pain in the ass all semester. He was a rich kid from Scottsdale, probably on his third or fourth school. His parents had likely sent him here thinking there would be fewer temptations than back home. He was a frat kid, but he probably had an apartment off campus, a BMW, top-of-the-line skis. He probably woke up this morning with a bong next to his bed, smoking $500-an-ounce weed for breakfast. Ben was pretty sure Joe had a job all lined up working for his daddy or one of his daddy’s friends back in the valley after graduation next spring. School simply did not matter.

Ben thought about Ricky, about him coming to Flagstaff to make a better life. About his not being able to afford to go to school. It was probably a prick like Joe who beat him up. Some entitled little shit.

Ben kept talking, talking, talking. Emphasizing his points with random scratches on the whiteboard. Behind him he heard the clackety-clack of a BlackBerry and his neck stiffened. He stopped talking and turned around.

Nestor Yazzie in the front was about to ask a question, but Ben held his finger up in a wait a minute gesture and looked down the rows to the back, where Joe was now sitting upright, hoodie pulled down over his head, hands in lap. Clackety-clack.

Ben set his Expo marker on his desk and walked down the aisle between the seats. He got to Joe before Joe even realized that he was coming. He held out his hand, palm up, and said, “Give it.”

Joe looked up from whatever electronic missive he was tapping out and said, “I’m done.”

“Mr. Bello, I said give it to me.”

“You’re not taking my phone,” Joe said.

Ben planned on taking the phone, confiscating it until the end of class, and then giving it back when class was over. But as he stood there, he felt his skin prickling, anger swelling inside him. “Why are you here, Joe?” Ben finally asked.

“What?”

“I said, Why. Are. You. Here?”

Joe shrugged.

“You’re a waste of time,” Ben hissed. “A waste of all of our time. A waste of your folks’ money. A waste of fucking space. Give me the goddamn phone.”

“Dude, chill out,” Joe said, setting it down, raising his hands in some sort of stupid surrender. “Forget it. It’s off.”

Ben watched his hand grab the phone. He—and Joe—watched as he hurled it across the room. He—and everyone else in the class—watched in disbelief when it hit the back wall and shattered, its electronic innards splattered all over the floor.

And then he went to the front of the room, picked up his briefcase, and said quietly, “There will be a test on Jamestown on Tuesday.”

It took about ten minutes for word to spread across campus that Ben Bailey had lost it in his eight o’clock. His next class looked terrified. A few nervous whispers but not a single text message sent during class. Ben was feeling pretty good about himself as he made his way to the History Department to get his mail.

The second he poked his head in to say hi to Rob, the interim chair of the department, he realized he’d screwed up.

“Hey, Bailey, I just got a call,” he said, motioning for Ben to come into his office.

“From?”

“Martin Bello. His son is in your eightA.M. American history class? He said there was an altercation this morning.”

Ben wondered how Joe had managed to get ahold of his father so quickly without his cell phone.

Rob’s face was red, his already large eyes popping. “What the hell were you thinking, Ben?”

Ben knew exactly what he was thinking. He was thinking he was sick and goddamned tired of getting paid $15,000 a year to stand in front of a bunch of entitled brats, compressing the entire early history of this nation into thirteen weeks as they slept or texted. He was tired of not being able to answer Nestor Yazzie’s questions because of the douche bag sitting in the back. He was tired of pretending that anything he had to say or think about America’s history had any impact on America’s future because obviously this was not the case. Because nothing had changed. Not here.

Someone beat the shit out of Ricky Begay and left him for dead in the snow. And no one seemed to care.

“Ben, I hate to do this to you, buddy, but this just can’t happen. This has to be a safe place for these kids. They can’t be worried that their profs are going to hurt them.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“He’s threatening to press assault charges,” Rob said.

“For throwing his cell phone at the wall?”

“Never mind what the university might do.”

“What are you saying, Rob?”

“I’m saying that Martin Bello, Joe Bello’s father, is in the Arizona state house of reps. He’s also an alumnus and a significant donor to the school. What I am saying is that you draft a formal apology to Joe and his family. We’ll transfer him into a different section. Maybe with Rose? You just need to make it through the next month until the end of the semester without any more incidents, and then maybe you can take a little sabbatical after that. Joe Bello graduates in May. We can start a new contract for you next fall if there are some sections available.”

“A sabbatical is a paid leave,” Ben said, seething.

Rob shook his head sadly. “Not for adjuncts.”





Ben was grateful for the mind-numbing routine of washing and sanitizing the glasses, dusting the bottles of liquor, sweeping the peanut shells off the floor. He relished the mundane tasks: wiping down the bar, slicing lemons, cleaning the mirror that reflected the patrons’ faces. There was only one customer today, a regular who sipped slowly on his Jack and Coke. Ben refilled his glass about once an hour.

He hadn’t told Sara about his conversation with Rob at school, about the great cell-phone fiasco. Since the weekend, she’d been so happy. He didn’t want to wreck it.

On Saturday they had gone for a hike down in Oak Creek Canyon. It was at least twenty degrees warmer down there, sunny and so quiet. Sara had made a picnic lunch and brought a six-pack of Sierra Nevadas. They spent the whole day hiking and got home Saturday night sunburned and exhausted. On Sunday they’d curled up on the couch together all day watching football and eating bean dip.

For a little while, it was as though they had spun backward through time, as though none of this had happened. It was an amnesiac weekend, when Ben began to wonder how he could ever have thought about leaving Sara. Thoughts of Shadi became whispers, like a hazily recollected dream. And this is what Sara had wanted, wasn’t it? Perhaps this was proof that Ben’s theory about her was true; things always worked out for Sara. She always got what she wanted. Her glass was not just half full but brimming.

They didn’t talk about Ricky once.

But here he was two days later, and everything had gone to shit. And it was all his fault. He had no idea how to tell Sara that he’d lost his job, that he was now officially the only fulltime bartender with a PhD in town. He imagined how angry she would be, how disappointed. He could already see the furrow of her brow, the lines in her forehead, the ones he’d certainly put there, deepening with another new worry. And then, as he was sweeping up the shards of a glass that had slipped through his soapy hands, Shadi came in through the heavy doors of the bar, breathless.

“Ben,” she said.

“Hey,” he said, startled but happy to see her.

She sat down on one of the bar stools and set her purse on the bar. She looked anxious. She leaned in close and said softly, “There’s a kid bragging about being the one who beat up Ricky.”

“What?”

“My girlfriend who works over at the Laundromat on Milton said that she overheard some guy talking about tipping Indians on Halloween.”

“What the hell does that mean?” he asked.

“You know, find a drunk Indian and knock him over?”

“Jesus,” Ben said, wiping his hands on his apron. “Did she tell you what he looked like?”

“Belagana, white guy, college age. Blond hair, baseball cap.”

“That could be anybody.” Half of the guys at the university fit that description.

“Wait,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “She said he was driving a Mustang. A bright blue one.”

“That should narrow things down,” Ben said.

He swept the broken shards into a dustpan and dumped them in the trash.

“You want something to drink?” he asked.

“Coke,” she said. “Please.”

He scooped some ice into a pint glass and filled it with Coke from the fountain behind the bar. “Straw?”

She shook her head. “Did you get a chance to talk to anyone else about it this weekend?”

“I didn’t have time this weekend,” he said, feeling strangely guilty that he’d been at home with Sara. “But I will. I actually get off around ten tonight, and I can stop by a couple of places before I go home.”

“Do you think we should talk to the cops too? If we can find this guy, maybe they can question him.”

Ben thought about how quickly the cops had dismissed Ricky. How determined they were to wash their hands of the whole thing.

Shadi took a drink of the Coke and then rifled through her purse. “Hey, have you got fifty cents I could borrow?”

He dug into his front pocket and pulled out two quarters. She snatched them out of his palm and went to the jukebox in the corner.

She studied the glowing menu of songs, flipping through until she found what she was looking for. Then she dropped the coins in, and the music started. She returned to the bar, smiling.

“Shake your hip, babe,” sang Mick Jagger against a bluesy bass.

“Exile on Main Street was our daddy’s favorite album,” she said. “It’s what made Ricky want to learn guitar. He listened to that record so many times, the grooves wore out.”

She sat back down at the bar and ran her finger down the glass, drawing a line through the condensation. She peered into the cola as though she were peering into a crystal ball. When she looked up again, she sighed. “Our daddy was a drunk. A nasty, mean drunk. And we were scared to death of him.”

Ben nodded. “Is that why Ricky didn’t drink?”

“Not even at weddings.”





The spell with Sara was broken the second Ben opened his mouth.

“I’m not going to be teaching next semester,” he said. She was sitting on the couch in her pajamas, flipping through a wedding magazine, when he got home that night.

He probably wouldn’t have said anything at all except that he’d had a couple of drinks on his way home. Alcohol was worse than truth serum for Ben. After his shift ended, he had searched up and down the streets for a blue Mustang. He had also asked the bartenders at the Mad I and Uptown Billiards if they remembered any fights on Halloween night, if they recognized Ricky. Shadi had given him Ricky’s high school yearbook photo. In the picture he looked about fifteen years old, a wide, smiling baby face. Ben had had a beer at work, then a shot of Jameson at the Mad I and another at Uptown. No one had seen Ricky. And nobody remembered any fights on Halloween except for one between two girls who had both dressed up as slutty nuns.

“What did you do?” Sara asked, clearly livid.

“I chucked a kid’s cell phone against the wall, and his dad threatened to charge me with assault.” He laughed at this, waited for her to laugh too. It was ludicrous, really, if you thought about it.

“What?” Sara asked, her eyes growing wide.

“I’m taking a sabbatical,” he said, smirking.

“There’s no such thing for adjuncts,” she said.

“No shit,” he answered and plopped down on the couch next to her. He grabbed the magazine she had set down. Glossy models in slinky white dresses, zillion-dollar flower arrangements, diamonds as big as boulders. The smell of the pages was nauseating. He felt acid rising in his throat and burped quietly into his hand.

“Are you drunk?” Sara asked.

“No.”

“Well, you reek.”

“I’m not drunk. I just had a couple of drinks after work.”

“Well, you better figure out what to do for a job come Christmas,” she said. “Two shifts at Jack’s is not going to pay the mortgage, and I’m already working fifty hours a week with overtime.” She picked up the magazine and started flipping through it angrily.

All of the doubts and regrets rose to the surface again, corpses bobbing in still water.

He was actually drunker than he thought. He probably shouldn’t have driven home. His tongue felt thick.

“My dad could maybe get you a job at one of his dealerships,” she said, without looking up at him. She knew this was the one thing she should not suggest. “We could move to Phoenix.”

His heart started to race. He tried to keep the words in, but he couldn’t stop himself. He looked at her and felt nothing.

“I don’t think I want to get married,” he said. It felt awful and wonderful to finally say it out loud.

“What?” Sara asked, stunned.

Her obliviousness, her ignorance, pissed him off. “Really? You’re surprised?” he said.

When she slapped him, any sort of buzz he’d had went flat. His face stung. Jesus, what had he done? His skin was hot from where she had hit him.

“You’re one stupid asshole, Ben Bailey,” she said, standing up and grabbing her coat. She lurched forward and yanked her car keys from the table. She stopped and pointed the keys at him. “Does this have something to do with that girl?”

That girl. His head was spinning. This was it. Was he this transparent? His thoughts like glass?

“What girl?” he asked.

“That bitch with the guitar?” she said, her voice shrill, and he thought of Shadi riding her bike, Ricky’s guitar slung across her back. Someone must have seen him with her. Someone must have told.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Rory? That stupid hippie chick at Melanie’s on Halloween? Jesus, I saw you that night.”

Relief came over him in one hot liquid splash. “No. God, no. Sara, listen…. ”

“I’m going down to Melanie’s.”

The front door slammed, then her car door slammed. Her headlights swept through the living room, and then she was gone. Blood was pounding hard in his temples, but beyond that thrumming was something quiet, something close to peace.

And suddenly the only thing he wanted was to see Shadi. He knew he shouldn’t drive, but maybe he could walk. It couldn’t be more than a mile to the RV park. Sara was gone. Sara was gone.



By the time he got to Shadi’s Airstream, he had sobered up.

It was cold out, bitter and windy. He pulled his hat down over his ears, cupped his hands together, and blew hot air into them. He thought about turning around and heading back home. He looked up at the clear bright sky, and the stars made him dizzy. There was a faint pink light coming through the curtains in the window. She was awake. Before he had time to change his mind, he stepped up to the door of the camper and knocked.

“Who is it?” Her voice was gruff.

“It’s me,” he said. “Ben.”

She opened the door and peered out at him. Her voice softened. “Ben?”

“Hi,” he said.

She leaned out of the trailer and looked around. “Where’s your truck?”

“I walked.”

“Jesus,” she said, trembling. “Get in here. It’s freezing out there.”

Inside, it was warm. There was a butane heater right next to the door, and he could feel the heat coming off it in waves. Shadi was wearing gray long johns, thick wool socks, and a red plaid flannel shirt. It was unbuttoned, and underneath was a thin white cotton T-shirt. He tried not to look. As if sensing his discomfort, she wrapped the flannel tightly around her waist.

“Sit down,” she said, gesturing to the kitchen table. “You want some coffee or something?”

“Sure,” he said. A cold shiver ran through his body.

The outside of the Airstream was deceiving; the inside was much more spacious than he’d imagined. There was a small stove and fridge. A decent-size counter with a sink, and the table where he sat while she made coffee. At the front of the trailer was a built-in couch with cupboards underneath. On the opposite end of the trailer was a door, probably to the bathroom, and a curtain behind which he assumed was Shadi’s bed. And next to the counter was a large weaving loom. He recognized it from the trips he’d made to the Museum of Northern Arizona during grad school.

She sat down next to him in a metal folding chair and smiled. “It’s late.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay. You must have a good reason for being here. Did you find anything more out?”

He tried to think what reason he might offer her. But the only thing he could think about was the stillness after Sara walked out of the house and that tug somewhere deep in his chest that had pulled him out his door, into the cold starry night, and through the forest to find her.

“I lost my job.”

“At Jack’s?” she asked.

“No, at school.”

“Why?” she asked.

“I threw some kid’s phone at the wall when he wouldn’t stop texting.”

She laughed. Her voice sounded like wind chimes.

“You know, there’s going to be a position opening up at the museum. In their educational outreach program,” she said.

“Really? That sounds interesting.”

“I’ve shown my work there a few times; I know the director. I can put in a good word for you,” she said and gently reached for his hand.

Her skin was so soft. He felt his entire body tremble.

“I have a girlfriend,” he said. “A fiancée. And I told her tonight that I don’t want to marry her anymore.”

She took a deep breath, let go of his hand, and stood up, reaching into the cupboard over the sink.

“Do you love her?” she asked, her back to him.

“No,” he said without hesitation. “I did. But I don’t anymore.”

“Milk?”

“No. Thanks,” he said.

She turned and handed him the hot cup of coffee. The steam drifted toward his face, getting rid of the chill. He could still feel the place where Sara had hit him.

“People fall out of love,” Shadi said matter-of-factly. “Everything is always changing. It’s hard to stay in love.”

He nodded.

“Is this some of your work?” he asked, gesturing to what appeared to be a work in progress on the loom, the colors of sunset unraveling into evening. There was a large basket full of wool on the floor.

She nodded.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, feeling stupid. Trite.

“My grandmother would hate it. I don’t make the traditional designs like she does. I use the traditional techniques, the skills she taught me, but the pictures are mine. I tell her I am making my own traditions.”

“Do you miss her since you left Chinle?” he asked.

“I’m learning not to grow too attached to things. To people. I am attached to my work. I am attached to my home, to Arizona. I am attached to my memories. These are the only things that really belong to me. Especially now.”

He rubbed his beard with his hand; it prickled his palm. She poured more coffee into each of their cups. He tried to think of what belonged to him.

The warmth from the coffee spread through his body.

“I had a sister,” he said. “Dusty.” And as he said her name, he conjured her: the memories of Dusty suddenly appearing, the threads of their lives, those separate moments wound together. He wanted desperately to offer Shadi one strand, one precious filament, that would say, I know how it feels. I know. But how could he pick just one? It’s not the individual threads that make the pictures, but how they’re woven together. That’s the art. That’s the dream. And so he closed his eyes and gave her the first one he saw, and when he pulled it from his memory, he felt how tightly it was bound to every other moment. Even this moment here in Shadi’s trailer in the woods in November.

He could remember the bottoms of her feet, small and pink, dirty with early summer mud. The sprinkler ticking in the backyard, his mother in a beach chair, straw hat, sunglasses, metallic tumbler of lemonade. Dusty sitting cross-legged on the wet grass in her bathing suit, watching a caterpillar crawl up her arm. She was five and he was ten.

He could remember every single thing about that afternoon. The light filtering through the leaves of the oak tree, the hard bumps of last year’s acorns under his feet. He could remember the smell of charcoal, and his father’s pale legs as he stood at the barbeque, cooking hot dogs. He could remember the slivers of grass, newly mowed, sticking to his hands and feet as he ran through the sprinkler. The softness of his beach towel as his mother wrapped it around his shoulders. The freckles scattered across Dusty’s cheeks.

He could remember the lazy tick, tick, tick of the sprinkler. The thrill of cold water against hot skin, a small cut on his lip and the sting of lemonade. Dusty, peering at the fuzzy brown caterpillar, luring him onto her finger and then running to Ben. Here, she said. Take care of him while I play. And he had sat shivering inside his towel at the edge of his mother’s lawn chair. He’d held on to the caterpillar, kept him safe, until Dusty came back dripping wet and breathless with her own bliss.

He remembered the crisp skin of the hot dog resisting his bite, the sweet potato salad, the flimsy paper plates. He remembered the flicker of fireflies like the flick, flick, flick of streetlights and porch lights up and down their street. He remembered how Dusty cried when her father insisted they leave the caterpillar outside. The change from bathing suits into soft pajamas. The cold smell of Noxzema on burned shoulders. He remembered sleep.

And then the next summer she was gone. Just like that.

“You were just a boy,” Shadi said.

He nodded.

She reached for his hand again and took it. She stroked his fingers; he could feel the cool silver rings on his hot skin.

“Remember I told you my grandpa had a truck like yours?” she said. “In the summertime, when Ricky and I were kids, we used to drive all the way to Winslow to the drive-in movies. My grandpa put an old mattress in the bed and we’d wear our pajamas and eat popcorn. Ricky was just a baby then. I went there last summer, and it’s just an empty field now. The screen’s still there, but it’s torn up. The marquee is gone.”

Ben kept holding her hand, stroking her fingers now.

“Things disappear,” Shadi said.

And then their fingers laced together, interlocking.

He knew even as she clicked out the pale pink light in the kitchen and they were swallowed in darkness that he would remember every single thing about this night. The smell of hickory, the alignment of the stars outside the window. The crisp smell of her sheets and the musky scent of her hair. He would remember the impossible softness of her skin, and every bone he touched. He would remember the way his entire body trilled as her lips whispered on his neck, and he would remember the heat of her breath. Even if this all disappeared too. Even later when this was just a memory. Just one pristine and perfect filament woven so tightly into the pattern, you couldn’t even see it anymore.





The next morning, Ben woke at dawn and slipped out of Shadi’s bed, kissing her naked back from the base of her neck down to her tailbone. He pulled the sheets up and covered her, kissing her neck. It was torture tearing himself away from her, away from this quiet sanctuary.

“I have to teach,” he said.

She rolled over and opened her eyes. She propped herself up on one elbow. Her hair covered one eye.

“Will you come back?” she asked sleepily.

“Yes.”

“What will you tell her?”

“The truth,” Ben said.

“Do you promise?”

He nodded and leaned over to kiss her again. He closed his eyes and felt the smooth skin of her cheek on his.

Outside, the world smelled of pine, of winter. Since last night, the sky had clouded over, and he knew it would probably snow again soon. Clouds shivered across the tops of the Peaks. He walked along the edge of the road, hands shoved into his pockets, his stride quick and long. For the first time in a long time, he was happy. Thrilled to simply breathe the cool air in and out, to feel the earth beneath his feet.

Sara was not at the house, had not been back to the house as far as he could tell. There were no messages on the machine.

None on his cell phone, which he’d left on the coffee table, either. He quickly showered and changed and grabbed his things, got in the truck and drove to school.

Joe Bello was not in class, for which he was grateful. Rob must have managed to get him transferred out, or, maybe, he’d just opted out today. Ben handed out the tests and pretended to be absorbed in a book as his students hunched over their work. His heart was racing, his head thumping. He could barely keep from smiling as he thought about Shadi, as he recollected every inch of the night before. Every tremble, every shudder. He wanted to leap out of his skin, leave the shell of him there and race back to her, to disappear into her trailer, into her bed, into her body forever.

The wall clock ticked off each excruciating second. And he still had another class before he could go back to her. Finally, the students came up one by one and gave him their tests and left. At last, there was no one in the room but him. He stuffed the papers into his bag and made his way to his next class.

Again, he passed out the tests and pretended to read, and time slowed down, the minutes arthritic. By the time it was over, and he could leave, he was exhausted, as though he’d been trying to swim upstream for hours.

He couldn’t get the key into the ignition of the truck fast enough. He had to concentrate not to press his foot to the floor as he drove through town. He cursed at the train that held him up at the railroad tracks. Car after car after car, the rumble and whistle of the longest train in history a moving wall between him and his future. That’s how he saw her, as the beginning. He felt like he’d just woken up from a terrible dream.

When the train had finally passed, the wail fading into the distance, his heart was pounding. As much as he wanted to go straight to Shadi’s, he knew he should stop by his house and let Maude out. She’d been alone all night and cooped up all morning. He figured maybe he could take her with him. There was nothing else in that house that he cared about or really needed. If he got Maude, he could just leave. He could be gone.

Sara would be at work. In the entire time he’d known her, she’d never missed a day. She’d had a perfect attendance record in school too. In thirteen years of school, she hadn’t missed a single class. She’d never been sick. Never woke up with a sore throat or the flu. And so when he pulled up to the house and saw her Camry parked in the driveway, he hit his palms against the steering wheel. “Goddamnit.”

He considered not stopping, just driving. Just forgetting about Sara, even about Maude. But then something snagged in his chest like a rusty fishing lure. It bit and then held on. Christ, Sara hadn’t done anything but love him. Didn’t he at least owe her an apology? Six years; he couldn’t just run away. He felt like an asshole. Was a stupid asshole. Just like she’d said.

And so he pulled into the driveway, turned off the ignition, and tried to figure out what to say to her to make this less painful. He figured she was home for lunch, probably making a sandwich, a salad, heating up a bowl of soup in the microwave. But when he opened the door and went inside, she wasn’t there. Not in the living room, not in the kitchen.

“Sara?” he said, walking down the hallway to check in the bedroom.

Maude lumbered toward him. “Hey, girl,” he said, rubbing her head. She whimpered and rubbed against him.

The bedroom was empty. The bathroom door was shut.

“Sara?” he said, knocking gently on the door.

Maude flopped down at his feet. He didn’t hear the shower running. He leaned into the door, listening.

“Sara, are you in there?” he said and gently turned the doorknob. The door was unlocked. “Hey, you okay?”

He pushed the door open slowly, leaning into the room.

Sara was sitting cross-legged on the furry blue bath mat on the floor. She looked up at him, and her cheeks were streaked with tears, mascara in dark smudges under her eyes. She smiled weakly, and held up the stick.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

Everything went white hot.

Her smile widened and her eyes lit up. “We’re going to have a baby.”
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